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NEWS IN BRIEF 

Israel’s coalition government 
inches towards collapse

Israel’s precarious coalition government was 
set to move closer towards collapse yesterday 

with lawmakers expected to approve a 
preliminary measure to dissolve parliament, 

raising prospects of elections next year. In 
a primetime televised address on Tuesday, 

Alternate Prime Minister Benny Gantz, the key 
coalition partner of Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu, said his centrist Blue and White 

party would back a bill to dissolve the Knesset, 
Israel’s parliament. But the parliamentary vote 

on an opposition proposal marks only a first 
step. A bill to dissolve the Knesset will require 

three additional successful readings before new 
elections must be called.

Japan residents to get 
free Covid-19 vaccine

Japan will give free coronavirus vaccines to all 
of its residents under a bill passed yesterday, as 

the nation battles record numbers of daily cases. 
The country has secured Covid-19 vaccines for 60 
million people from pharmaceutical giant Pfizer, 
and for a further 25 million people from biotech 

firm Moderna. It has also confirmed it will receive 
120 million doses of AstraZeneca’s vaccine. 

Japan has seen a comparatively small Covid-19 
outbreak overall, with around 2,100 deaths and 
150,000 cases, and has not imposed the strict 

lockdowns seen elsewhere.

New Zealand’s Ardern 
declares ‘climate emergency’

New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern 
declared a “climate emergency” yesterday, 
telling parliament that urgent action was 
needed for the sake of future generations. 

Lawmakers passed the largely symbolic 
emergency declaration by 76 votes to 43 after 
Ardern urged them to back the move. Britain’s 

parliament became the first in the world to 
declare a climate emergency, passing the 

motion in May last year, followed closely by 
more than a dozen nations. Ardern last year 
committed New Zealand to become carbon 

neutral by 2050 and to generate all its energy 
from renewable sources by 2035.

Israel sends Palestinians 
over $1b in withheld funds
Israel has released more than $1 billion in 

funds withheld from the Palestinian Authority, 
a Palestinian minister said yesterday, weeks 

after coordination was renewed between the 
two sides. In May, the Palestinians stopped 

coordination with Israel, with PA leader 
Mahmud Abbas saying it was in response to 

Israeli plans to annex parts of the West Bank.  

DEMOCRACY PROTESTS IN HONG KONG

3 leading young 
activists jailed

AFP, Hong Kong

Leading Hong Kong dissident Joshua Wong was jailed 
alongside two other young activists yesterday for taking 
part in last year’s huge democracy protests as the crackdown 
on Beijing’s critics gathers pace.  

Wong was prosecuted alongside close friends and fellow 
campaigners Ivan Lam and Agnes Chow over a rally outside 
the police headquarters.

“It’s not the end of the fight,” the 24-year-old said on 
Twitter in a message conveyed by lawyers shortly after his 
sentencing. “We’re now joining the battle in prison along with 
many brave protestors, less visible yet essential in the fight for 
democracy and freedom for (Hong Kong),” he added.

The trio -- some of the city’s most visible and vocal critics 
of Beijing’s rule -- pleaded guilty to inciting an unlawful 
assembly and other charges.

Magistrate Wong Sze-lai said prison was “the only 
appropriate option” for a protest that besieged the police 
headquarters as she handed Wong a 13.5 months sentence. 
Chow, who turns 24 today and burst in tears in court, 
received 10 months. Lam got seven months.

Hong Kong was convulsed by seven straight months of 
huge and often violent rallies last year in which millions 
took to the streets.

Beijing has refused demands for universal suffrage 
and authorities have pursued democracy supporters with 
criminal cases and a tough new security law.

The tactics have stifled the movement and restored a 
semblance of calm. 

But the finance hub remains deeply polarised with 
many still seething against Beijing’s growing hold on the 
semi-autonomous city.

China probe lands on Moon 
to gather lunar samples

AFP, Beijing

A Chinese space probe yesterday began 
drilling on the surface of the Moon hours 
after landing, in an ambitious attempt to 
bring back the first lunar samples in four 
decades.  

Beijing has poured billions into its 
military-run space programme, with hopes of 
having a crewed space station by 2022 and 
of eventually sending humans to the Moon.

The Chang’e-5 spacecraft -- named for 
the mythical Chinese moon goddess -- 
touched down on the near side of the Moon 
on Tuesday, and is now gathering samples 
from the surface, the China National Space 
Administration said.

Chang’e-5’s goal is to collect lunar rocks 
and soil to help scientists learn about the 
Moon’s origins, formation and volcanic 
activity.

If the return journey is successful, 
China will be only the third country to 
have retrieved samples from the Moon, 
following the United States and the Soviet 
Union in the 1960s and 1970s.

This is the first such attempt since the 
Soviet Union’s Luna 24 mission in 1976.

The spacecraft was launched from the 
country’s southern Hainan province last 
week and entered lunar orbit on Saturday 

after a 112-hour journey.
The spacecraft plans to collect two 

kilograms of material in a previously 
unexplored area known as Oceanus 
Procellarum -- or “Ocean of Storms” -- a 
vast lava plain, according to the science 
journal Nature.

The probe was designed to both get 
samples from the Moon’s surface, as well 
as drill a two-metre (7-foot) deep hole and 
gather specimens from there, to ensure a 
diverse collection.

State media said the craft was preparing 
for “around 48 hours” of tasks on the lunar 
surface. The samples will then be returned 
to Earth in a capsule programmed to land 
in northern China’s Inner Mongolia region, 
according to US space agency Nasa.

Back on Earth, Chinese scientists are 
using footage from Chang’e-5 to reconstruct 
patches of the Moon’s surface in a lab to 
better guide the probe’s movements. 

Thomas Zurbuchen, a top official 
at Nasa’s science mission directorate, 
congratulated China on the landing.

“This is no easy task,” he tweeted. 
“When the samples collected on the Moon 
are returned to Earth, we hope everyone 
will benefit from being able to study this 
precious cargo that could advance the 
international science community.”

Afghan govt, 
Taliban reach 
deal to pursue 
peace talks
AFP, Kabul

Afghan government and 
Taliban representatives 
yesterday said they had 
reached a preliminary deal 
to press on with peace 
talks, their first written 
agreement in 19 years of 
war and welcomed by 
the United Nations and 
Washington.  

The agreement lays 
out the way forward for 
further discussion but is 
considered a breakthrough 
because it will allow 
negotiators to move on to 
more substantive issues, 
including talks on a 
ceasefire.

The agreement comes 
after months of talks 
in Doha, the capital of 
Qatar, encouraged by the 
United States, while the 
two sides are still at war, 
with Taliban attacks on 
Afghan government forces 
continuing unabated.  

WHO recommends masks 
indoors if ventilation poor
AFP, Geneva

The World Health Organization yesterday recommended wearing 
facemasks when indoors with other people, if the ventilation has been 
deemed inadequate, in an update to its Covid-19 guidance on masks.  

The new recommendations apply in areas of known or suspected cluster 
or community transmission of the new coronavirus.

“WHO advises that the general public should wear a non-medical mask 
in indoor (eg shops, shared workplaces, schools) or outdoor settings 
where physical distancing of at least one metre cannot be maintained,” 
the new guidance says.

“If indoors, unless ventilation has been assessed to be adequate, WHO 
advises that the general public should wear a non-medical mask, regardless 
of whether physical distancing of at least one metre can be maintained.”

The UN health agency also urged people not to wear masks during 
vigorous physical activity, and not to use masks with valves, saying they 
bypassed the filtration function of the facemask.

In its fourth update on mask guidance during the pandemic -- the last was 
in August -- the WHO called for wider use in healthcare settings, especially 
in areas plagued by infection clusters or community transmission.

In such cases, the WHO recommended “universal masking for all 
persons (staff, patients, visitors, service providers and others) within 
the health facility (including primary, secondary and tertiary care levels; 
outpatient care; and long-term care facilities)”

It also called for the wearing of masks by inpatients when physical 
distancing of at least one metre cannot be maintained or when patients 
were outside of their care areas.

Thai PM wins 
legal battle to 
stay in office
AFP, Bangkok

Thai Prime Minister 
Prayut Chan-O-Cha, 
under pressure from 
months of street protests, 
yesterday survived a legal 
challenge over his living 
arrangements that could 
have seen him thrown out 
of office.  

The kingdom’s nine-
member constitutional 
court ruled that Prayut 
was not guilty of conflict 
of interest by living in an 
army residence after leaving 
the military.

“The status of General 
Prayut Chan-O-Cha 
as prime minister and 
defence minister remains 
unchanged,” the head 
judge said.

The court ruled that 
Prayut’s status as prime 
minister entitled him to 
live in the house even 
though he stepped down as 
army chief in 2014.

The ruling, though 
widely expected, is likely 
to inflame the protest 
movement that has shaken 
Thailand since July calling 
for Prayut, who came to 
power in a coup, to quit.

As the judgment was 
read out, pro-democracy 
protesters massed for 
a fresh rally at a major 
intersection in northern 
Bangkok.

The judge said the 
military had changed the 
status of the residence 
from an army house to an 
guest house in 2012 “so 
technically, the defendant’s 
no longer living inside an 
army house”.

The main opposition 
party Pheu Thai brought 
the legal challenge, which 
if it had succeeded would 
have forced Prayut and his 
cabinet out of office.

No proof of decisive voter fraud
Says US attorney general on presidential polls; Trump remains defiant
AFP, Washington

The US attorney general rejected 
Republican claims of significant voter 
fraud in the presidential election on 
Tuesday, adding to the pressure on 
President Donald Trump to give up 
his quixotic effort to overturn Joe 
Biden’s clear victory.

Bill Barr’s comments confirmed 
the conclusions of the Department of 
Homeland Security, US intelligence 
and independent poll watchers that 
the 2020 election was, in the language 
of government officials, the “most 
secure in American history.”

“To date, we have not seen fraud 
on a scale that could have effected a 
different outcome in the election,” he 
told the Associated Press.

Barr’s interview came as Trump 
persisted in claiming, without evidence, 
that fraudulent voting practices and 
systems in key states such as Michigan, 
Pennsylvania and Georgia had robbed 
him of a second term.

In tweets Tuesday afternoon, Trump 
highlighted testimony being offered 

in a public hearing on the election in 
Michigan, which has already certified 
Biden’s win in the state, and a separate 
Republican-organized event in Virginia.

“People are coming forward like 
never before. Large truck carrying 
hundreds of thousands of fraudulent 

(FAKE) ballots to a voting center? 
TERRIBLE - SAVE AMERICA!” he wrote.

In several legal filings -- all rejected 
by the courts -- the Trump campaign 
has sought to invalidate millions of 
votes for Biden based on claims that 
lacked any evidence.

According to official vote tallies, 
Biden earned 6.2 million more votes 
than Trump and captured 306 state-by-

state Electoral College votes, well above 
the 270 needed to win the presidency.

But Trump’s campaign has strived 
to delay the popular vote tally from 
being finalized before the Electoral 
College meets on December 14 to 
certify the election winner.

His attorneys, led by Rudy Giuliani, 
have made numerous allegations 
ranging from ballot-box stuffing and 
fake ballot printing, to thousands 
of dead people having voted, to 
vote-counting machines being 
programmed to favor Biden.

Separately on Tuesday, staunch 
Trump supporter and Senate Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell gave his 
clearest acknowledgment yet that 
Biden would move into the White 
House next month. Discussing stalled 
negotiations over a stimulus package 
to jump-start the virus-battered US 
economy, McConnell said: “There’s 
likely to be a discussion about 
some additional package of some 
size depending on what the new 
administration wants to pursue.”

People pay their respects at the site where a car crashed into pedestrians in Trier, yesterday. Five people including a nine-week-

old baby were killed and up to 15 injured on Tuesday when a speeding car ploughed into a pedestrian area in the western German 

city of Trier. Prosecutor Peter Fritzen later told a news conference the suspect had drunk a significant amount of alcohol, and 

authorities were not working on the assumption that there was any Islamist militant motive to the incident. PHOTO: REUTERS 

Pro-democracy activists protest after the constitutional court’s ruling on Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha’s 

conflict of interest case, in Bangkok, Thailand, yesterday. PHOTO: REUTERS  


