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retirees and social aid for the needy sections of 

the society. The government apparently did not like 
the conditional offer and decided it was time to part 
ways with MPs. The resignation nullifies plans by 
lawmakers to grill two ministers on Tuesday. The 
Cabinet also decided to suspend a decision issued 
earlier that granted special extra salaries to minis-
ters. The ‘special salary’ issue has been the focus of 
tensions between the Cabinet and Assembly in 
recent weeks. 

HH the Crown Prince will decide on the fate of 
the resignation, but signs indicate the resignation 
is expected to be accepted. But it is not clear 
what will come next. Some commentators said HH 
the Amir may dissolve the Assembly or simply 
accept the resignation and ask the prime minister 
to form a new Cabinet that can cooperate with the 
parliament. 

Only a few lawmakers commented on the devel-
opments. MP Saud Al-Asfour said the move was 
expected because the government was unable to 
cooperate with the Assembly. He also charged that 
the government was unable to fulfill promises it 
made to the Assembly. MP Saleh Ashour accused 
the government of running away from facing issues, 
adding the government should have attended 
Assembly sessions and proposed alternatives to 
ideas proposed by MPs. 

‘Not afraid of the virus’: Wuhan 
turns page on COVID, three years on

WUHAN: Residents of China’s Wuhan said 
Monday they were hopeful for the future and no 
longer afraid of COVID-19, three years after the 
city was locked down over what was then a myste-
rious virus. Since Beijing ordered Wuhan sealed off 
in a bid to suffocate the outbreak in January 2020, 
COVID has devastated the planet, killing millions 
and plunging the global economy into turmoil. 

But life is now back to normal for many across 
the globe and after almost three years of grueling 
lockdowns and mandatory mass testing, Beijing last 
month lifted its hardline zero-COVID policy. As 
China celebrated Lunar New Year this week, 
Wuhan was unrecognizable compared to the 
apocalyptic scenes that gripped the city of 11 mil-
lion in early 2020. 

Locals crowded into busy markets and families 
— some not wearing masks — bought toys and 
threw stones along the Yangtze River. Many 
flocked to Guiyuan Temple, one of Wuhan’s most 
famed sites — opened for a Lunar New Year holi-
day for the first time in three years. Others enjoyed 
snacks and local specialties on Hubu Alley, a popu-
lar historic thoroughfare bustling with stalls and 
small restaurants. Some told AFP they were elated 
that life was returning to normal. 

“The new year will of course be better,” Yan 
Dongju, a cleaner in her sixties, told AFP. “We are 
not afraid of the virus anymore... we don’t have that 
fear in our heart anymore, as long as we protect 
ourselves and wear our masks,” she added. 

“Now that we have opened up, everyone 
is quite happy,” said delivery driver Liang 
Feicheng, wearing glasses and a black face-

mask to keep warm. “A lot of our worries 
and  depress ion  have  a l l  s lowly  been 
reso lved ,”  he  added . “Peop le  are  go ing 
about their lives, coming together with fami-
ly and friends, going out to play and travel 
and being happy.” 

 
‘House of hope’ 

The January 2020 decision to lock down the 
city, announced in the middle of the night, took 
Wuhan’s residents by surprise as the world 
watched on with uncertainty. For 76 days, Wuhan 
was cut off from the world, with residents holed up 
in their homes for fear of being infected as hospi-
tals overflowed with patients. But the horrifying 
scenes which marked the world’s first COVID lock-
down are now a thing of the past.  

Outside a shop where AFP captured the scene 
of a man who lay dying in the street in January 
2020 — in an image that would become a symbol 
of the world’s fight against COVID — a sign for a 
new school on the second floor reads “House of 
Hope”. And a makeshift hospital built in just ten 
days during the early days of the pandemic lay 
abandoned, now featuring a triumphant banner 
hailing China’s battle against the virus. 

But in a cogent reminder of the fraught geopoli-
tics that would emerge as the virus spread across 
the globe, Wuhan’s Huanan Seafood Wholesale 
Market — once suspected of being the epicenter 
of the outbreak — remains closed. The area 
around the once-bustling wet market was desolate 
when AFP visited Monday, though a police car 
kept watch. 

Over a billion infected 
China, relatively unscathed for years after its ini-

tial outbreaks thanks to draconian zero-COVID 
measures, has faced its biggest-ever case surge in 
recent weeks. About 80 percent of the population 
is believed to have contracted COVID since health 
restrictions were lifted in December, according to 
leading epidemiologist Wu Zunyou. 

On Saturday, China reported at least 13,000 
COVID-related deaths in just under a week. This 
figure, which only includes deaths reported in hos-
pitals, adds to the approximately 60,000 deaths 
since December that were previously reported by 
authorities. But it is likely a huge underestimate for 
a population of 1.4 billion, and Beijing’s official case 
tally is no longer believed to reflect reality. —AFP

Crowds return as China celebrates Lunar New Year

Japan PM says 
tackling birth rate 
crisis ‘cannot wait’ 

 
TOKYO: Japan’s low birth rate and ageing popu-
lation pose an urgent risk to society, Prime 
Minister Fumio Kishida said Monday, pledging to 
address the issue by establishing a new govern-
ment agency. Birth rates are declining in many 
developed countries, but in Japan the issue is par-
ticularly acute because it has the world’s second-

highest proportion of people aged 65 and over, 
after the tiny state of Monaco, according to World 
Bank data. 

“The number of births dropped below 800,000 
last year, according to estimates,” Kishida told 
lawmakers in a policy address marking the start of 
a new parliament session. “Japan is standing on the 
verge of whether we can continue to function as a 
society,” he said. “Focusing attention on policies 
regarding children and child-rearing is an issue 
that cannot wait and cannot be postponed.” 

The conservative leader said his policies — 
including launching the new Children and Families 
Agency in April — were designed to support par-
ents and ensure the “sustainability” of the world’s 

third-largest economy. Kishida added that he 
eventually wants the government to double its 
spending on child-related programs. “We must 
build a child-first social economy to reverse the 
(low) birth rate,” he said. 

Japan has a population of 125 million and has 
long struggled with how to provide for its fast-
growing number of elderly residents. Birth rates 
are slowing in many countries including Japan’s 
closest neighbors, due to factors including rising 
living costs, more women entering the workforce 
and people choosing to have children later. Official 
data showed last week that China’s population 
shrank in 2022, for the first time in more than six 
decades.  —AFP

Cyprus issues 
first-ever fines 
for poisoning birds 

 
NICOSIA: Cypriot authorities have for the first 
time issued fines for the killing of rare wild birds 
using poison baits, conservationists on the 
Mediterranean island said Monday. Fines totaling 
21,000 euros (almost $23,000) were last week 
ordered for an individual after three birds of prey 
were found dead at a rural property in the southern 
Limassol district, the group BirdLife Cyprus said. 

The punishment “represents a big step forward 
that will hopefully have a strong deterrent effect 
on similar illegal actions”, BirdLife’s project coor-
dinator Melpo Apostolidou said in a statement. “It 
is the first time in Cyprus the crime of using poi-
son baits and killing wild birds with the use of 
poison has been prosecuted.” 

The offences occurred in December 2021 
when two rare Bonelli’s eagles and one long-
legged buzzard were found dead near Dierona 
village after a GPS transmitter fitted to one of 
the eagles led authorit ies to the discovery. 
Evidence collected linked the deaths to the sus-
pect who was found to have intentionally killed 
the animals “to protect chickens” from the birds, 
Apostolidou said. 

Under Cypriot law, courts can impose prison 
sentences of up to three years or fines of up to 
20,000 euros, or a combination of both for each 
offence. BirdLife described the use of poison 
baits in the countryside as a wildlife crime, saying 
it has driven iconic species including the griffon 
vulture to the brink of extinction in Cyprus. 

Once a common sight over Cyprus — in the 
1950s there were several hundred of the large 
scavengers across the island — there are now 
thought to be only nine griffon vultures left. 
Since 2005, 31 vultures have been poisoned and 
attempts are being made to restock the popula-
tion with birds from Spain. Apostolidou called 
on the authorities to do more to prevent the poi-
sonings. —AFP

WUHAN: A customer buys fruit at a local market in Wuhan, in China’s central Hubei province, on January 23, 2023.  —AFP

Two children among 
11 burned to death 
in Thai van crash 

 
BANGKOK: Eleven people, including two children, 
burned to death in a passenger van crash in central 
Thailand over the Lunar New Year holiday, police 
said Monday. Traffic accidents are common in the 
kingdom, which has a notorious road safety record, 
particularly during busy public holidays. 

The van carrying 12 people was travelling from 
northeastern Amnat Charoen province to Bangkok 
when it veered off the highway in central Nakhon 
Ratchasima province Saturday night, said Police 
Colonel Yingyos Poldej. Yingyos told AFP that one man 
had been able to climb out a window, but the other pas-
sengers were trapped and died in the blaze. The survivor, 
Thanachit Kingkaew, a 20-year-old student, said he was 
asleep when he was jolted awake after hearing someone 
scream. “I woke up and the next thing I know, the van 
was upside down. I didn’t see what happened,” he 
said. “After the crash, the fire started engulfing the 
whole van starting from the back.” “I started kicking 
the windows and managed to crawl through a small 
hole,” he said. “Soon after that, the van exploded.” 
Nikhom Seaun, a volunteer with a local rescue team, 
said the van exploded just seconds after it was 
engulfed in flames. —AFP 

Govt resigns as 
tensions boil...
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where the streets are broken and have solutions 

for them.” Otaibi stressed on the importance to have 

quality control over roads, with usage of asphalt 
that is meant for Kuwait’s climate and working on 
filling potholes in streets that do not deteriorate 
again, as seen during the recent rainfall. Following a 
policy of charging contractors for any damage to 
vehicles as a result of flying gravel, potholes and 
manholes has proven to be effective and can be 
applied in Kuwait, he said. “The problem of flying 
gravel is an annual affair, and we must take early 
measures to face it,” he added.

Engineers call to 
fix Kuwait roads...
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founded the family-run studio, told the New York 

Times. Tsay seized the gun from the suspect, pointed it 
back at him and yelled “Go, get the hell out of here,” he 
told the newspaper. 

The suspect fled. He shot himself inside a white van 
in Torrance, several miles to the south, on Sunday after-
noon as police moved to arrest him. Police have said the 
motive behind the attack, which came as Asian commu-
nities around the world celebrated the Lunar New Year 
holiday, remained a mystery. CNN reported that Tran 
had met his ex-wife some 20 years ago at the studio in 
Monterey Park, a majority Asian American city. 

The network did not identify the ex-wife, but said 
the pair met when Tran - who was giving informal les-
sons - spotted her and offered lessons. He was an 
immigrant from China, CNN reported. The marriage 

did not last long, with the pair divorcing by 2006. The 
ex-wife said Tran was never violent to her, but would 
become frustrated when, for example, she missed a 
step in a dance. 

CNN also interviewed an old friend of Tran’s who 
said at one point he was attending the studio “every 
night”. Tran was “hostile to a lot of people there,” the 
friend said. It was not clear if Tran was still a regular 
attendee at the Monterey Park studio. Tsay, who told 
the New York Times he is a coder who works several 
days a week at his family’s dance studio in Alhambra, 
said he had never seen Tran before. 

Authorities had initially feared the attack was a hate 
crime targeting Asian Americans. “We don’t know if this 
is specifically a hate crime defined by law,” Los Angeles 
Country sheriff Robert Luna told reporters Sunday, “but 
who walks into a dance hall and guns down 20 people?” 
Monterey Park, only a few miles from downtown Los 
Angeles, is home to around 60,000 people, most of 
them Asian or Asian American. Decorations erected in 
the city for the Lunar New Year hung above police tape 
Sunday. Tens of thousands of people had gathered earli-
er for the two-day Lunar New Year festival, one of the 
area’s largest. — AFP 

Police search 
for motive in...
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Experts not involved in the study expressed cau-

tion about its findings, pointing to several other the-
ories and warning that many mysteries remain 
about the center of the Earth. “This is a very careful 
study by excellent scientists putting in a lot of 
data,” said John Vidale, a seismologist at the 
University of Southern California. “(But) none of the 
models explain all the data very well in my opinion,” 
he added. 

Vidale published research last year suggesting 
the inner core oscillates far more quickly, changing 
direction every six years or so. His work was based 
on seismic waves from two nuclear explosions in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. That timeframe is around 
the point when Monday’s research says the inner 
core last changed direction - which Vidale called 

“kind of a coincidence”. Another theory - which 
Vidale said has some good evidence supporting it - 
is that the inner core only significantly moved 
between 2001 to 2013 and has stayed put since.  

Hrvoje Tkalcic, a geophysicist at the Australian 
National University, has published research sug-
gesting that the inner core’s cycle is every 20 to 30 
years, rather than the 70 proposed in the latest 
study. “These mathematical models are most likely 
all incorrect because they explain the observed data 
but are not required by the data,” Tkalcic said. 
“Therefore, the geophysical community will be 
divided about this finding and the topic will remain 
controversial.” He compared seismologists to doc-
tors “who study the internal organs of patients’ 
bodies using imperfect or limited equipment”. 

Lacking something like a CT scan, “our image of 
the inner Earth is still blurry”, he said, predicting 
more surprises ahead. That could include more 
about a theory that the inner core might have yet 
another iron ball inside it - like a Russian doll. 
“Something’s happening and I think we’re gonna 
figure it out,” Vidale said. “But it may take a 
decade.”— AFP  

Earth’s inner core 
may have started...

GENEVA: Five billion people are exposed to high-
er heart disease risks through trans fat, the World 
Health Organization said Monday, calling out coun-
tries that have failed to act against the toxic sub-
stance. The WHO issued an appeal in 2018 for the 
industrially produced fatty acids in foods to be 
eliminated worldwide by 2023 amid evidence it 
caused 500,000 premature deaths every year. 

Although 43 countries with combined popula-

tions of 2.8 billion people have now implemented 
best-practice policies, the other five billion plus 
people on the planet remain unprotected, the UN’s 
health agency said. It said Egypt, Australia and 
South Korea are among countries that have not 
enacted such policies and have particularly high 
rates of heart disease from trans fat. 

The solidified oil that clogs up arteries around 
the heart is often used in packaged foods, baked 
goods, cooking oils and spreads like margarine. 
“Trans fat is a toxic chemical that kills, and should 
have no place in food,” WHO director-general 
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said amid the 
release of the annual progress report. “It’s time to 
get rid of it once and for all.” He added the sub-
stance carries “huge health risks that incur huge 
costs for health systems.” —AFP 

WHO: Billions 
still exposed to 
toxic trans fat


