
INTERNATIONAL 9DHAKA FRIDAY MAY 28, 2021, JAISHTHA 14, 1428 BS

CYCLONE YAAS

Thousands left 

homeless in India
AFP, Digha

Thousands of people were homeless Thursday after a 
cyclone battered Covid-ravaged India, killing 4 people.  

Cyclones are a regular menace in the northern Indian 
Ocean but many scientists say they are becoming 
more frequent and severe as climate change warms sea 
temperatures.

Barely a week after Cyclone Tauktae claimed at least 155 
lives in western India, Cyclone Yaas forced the evacuation 
of more than 1.5 million people in the eastern states of 
West Bengal and Odisha.

The storm hit on Wednesday with torrential rain and 
howling winds gusting up to 155 kilometres (96 miles) an 
hour, equivalent to a category two hurricane.

Waves the size of double-decker buses pounded the 
shore and swamped towns and villages along the coastline, 
exacerbated by a higher-than-normal tide because of a full 
moon.Two people died in West Bengal, two in Odisha, 
officials said.

West Bengal chief minister Mamata Banerjee said more 
than 300,000 homes were destroyed.

“The water level in the sea and rivers started to swell 
to over three to four metres (nine to 12 feet) above the 
normal level and breached embankments in 135 places,” 
Banerjee said.

“Thousands of people are still marooned. We have 
set up 14,000 cyclone centres to provide shelter to the 
homeless,” she said.

Low-lying areas of state capital Kolkata were also 
flooded after the Hooghly river rose.

Yaas has since moved inland towards the state of 
Jharkhand, easing to a deep depression but bringing 
heavy rains.

Spare us Corona Devi!
AFP, Coimbatore

Hindu priests at an Indian temple are saying 
daily prayers to two coronavirus goddesses 
in an effort to tame the pandemic as the 
country battles a new infection surge.  

Two “Corona Devi” idols have been 
set up in the southern city of Coimbatore, 
badly hit in an outbreak that has killed 
100,000 people nationwide in the past four 
weeks.

The Kamatchipuri Adhinam temple is 
closed to worshippers because of the city’s 
high infection rates but priests are paying 
tribute in front of the goddesses, one made 
of sandalwood and the other from stone.

They leave food and other offerings, 
chant prayers urging an end to the 
pandemic and bathe the idols in turmeric 
water and milk.

“We have had similar temples for 

smallpox, chicken pox and plague in the 
past,” said temple manager Anandbharathi 
K.

“We are worshipping the virus in the 
form of a Goddess and praying to her every 
day to reduce the impacts of this disease,” 
he added.

While case numbers are easing in 
much of India, the country of 1.3 billion 
people has been shocked by the severity 
of the latest wave of the pandemic, which 
overwhelmed hospitals and led to critical 
shortages of oxygen and medicines.

“Even doctors are unable to deal with 
the enormity of the situation. So, we 
turn to faith and God as a last resort,” 
Anandbharathi said.

The priests plan to continue their prayers 
to the “Corona Devi” idols for another 
seven weeks.  

SEEKING A PILL TO CURE COVID

Drugmakers eye alternative to vaccines
AFP, Washington

Prevention is better than cure -- 
but when it comes to Covid, what 
happens when people can’t get the 
vaccine, don’t want it, or they’re 
immune suppressed and it fails to 
stop infection?  

The hunt is on for a coronavirus 
treatment that can be taken as a pill 
soon after a confirmed positive, halting 
the disease in its tracks so that cases 
that might have been severe end up 
being nothing more than a bad cold.

Several companies are working on 
so-called oral antivirals, which would 
mimic what the drug Tamiflu does for 
influenza.

An easily storable and transportable 
pill would also offer practical 
advantages over existing treatments 
such as monoclonal antibodies, 
which are mainly injected by drips at 
hospital infusion centers.

One of the frontrunners in 
these efforts is a twice-a-day drug 

called Molnupiravir, which is being 
developed by Merck in partnership 
with Ridgeback Biotherapeutics.

Early results from a Phase 2 trial 
showed that, among dozens of 
volunteers who tested positive at the 
start, none of those who received the 
drug had any detectable virus by day 
five; while a quarter of those who 
received a placebo did.

The numbers are promising but too 
small to draw firm conclusions from, 
and the company is now enrolling for 
a Phase 3 trial involving 1,850 people 
with results expected by fall.

Molnupiravir belongs to a class of 
antiviral called “polymerase inhibitors,” 
which work by targeting an enzyme 
that viruses need to copy their genetic 
material, and introducing mutations 
that leave them unable to replicate.

Because antibodies target a surface 
protein of the coronavirus that is 
continually evolving, antivirals are 
expected to be more variant-proof.

Currently, there’s just one 
antiviral approved by the FDA to 
treat Covid, which is Remdesivir by 
Gilead Sciences. Remdesivir’s biggest 
disadvantage is that it was developed 
as an intravenous drug and targeted 
at hospitalized Covid patients, among 
whom it was shown to modestly 
reduce recovery time.

But by the time Covid has progressed 
to severe, much of the harm to patients’ 
health comes from their own immune 
systems going into overdrive and 
damaging their organs, rather than 
viral replication.  That’s why the focus 
now is on oral formulations that can 
be taken within days of infection.

Roche and Atea have begun a 1,400 
patient trial to study their own oral 
polymerase inhibitor, AT-527. Pfizer, 
which has developed one of pandemic’s 
foremost vaccines, is also attracting 
significant attention for its oral drug 
PF-07321332, which has begun Phase 1 
human trials in healthy patients.

Hong Kong 
House passes 

‘patriots’ law
AFP, Hong Kong

Hong Kong’s opposition-
devoid legislature yesterday 
approved Beijing’s radical 
overhaul of the finance 
hub’s political system which 
reduces the number of 
directly elected seats and will 
freeze out most China critics.  

Beijing ordered sweeping 
changes to Hong Kong’s 
electoral system back in 
March, the latest step in an 
ongoing crackdown on the 
city’s democracy movement 
after massive and often 
violent protests.

The changes will ensure a 
large majority of lawmakers 
are selected by a reliably 
pro-Beijing committee and 
that every candidate must 
first be vetted by national 
security officers.

The legislature will be 
expanded from 70 to 90 
seats, but only 20 of them 
will now be directly elected, 
down from 35.

Hong Kong has never 
been a democracy, but a 
vocal minority opposition 
was allowed in the city’s 
legislature.

When Hong Kongers 
can vote they tend to do 
so overwhelmingly for 
pro-democracy candidates, 
something that has rattled 
authoritarian Beijing.

China’s leaders moved to 
stamp out that opposition 
and dismantle Hong Kong’s 
limited democratic pillars 
after massive protests broke 
out in 2019 followed by 
pro-democracy candidates 
taking local district council 
elections with a landslide.

Their first step was to 
impose a national security 
law last year that outlawed 
much dissent.

Beijing then turned 
its attention to the city’s 
political system.  Under 
the new political system 
it is unlikely many, if any, 
opposition figures will be 
allowed to stand. 

Asylum-seeking migrants’ families from Venezuela walk in the water while crossing the Rio Grande river into the United States from Mexico in 

Del Rio, Texas, US, on Wednesday. PHOTO: REUTERS 


