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Hospital risk 
lower with 
Omicron
Suggest UK studies
AFP, Washington

Two separate studies from 
UK published Wednesday 
showed Covid infections 
with Omicron are less likely 
to result in hospitalization 
compared to the Delta 
variant.

The preliminary studies 
-- one paper from Scotland 
and the other from England 
-- were cautiously welcomed 
by experts, who nonetheless 
stressed that any advantage 
in milder outcomes could 
still be negated by the 
new strain’s heightened 
infectiousness, which may 
still lead to more overall 
severe cases.

“We’re saying that this 
is qualified good news -- 
qualified because these are 
early observations, they are 
statistically significant...,” 
Jim McMenamin, a co-
author of the Scottish 
research, told reporters on 
a call. The second paper, 
from England, found 
there was a 20-25 percent 
reduction in any attendance 
at hospital for Omicron 
compared to Delta, and a 
40-45 percent reduction in 
hospitalizations.

TENSIONS WITH WEST, UKRAINE

Russia doesn’t want 

conflict: Putin
REUTERS, Moscow

Russia wants to avoid conflict with Ukraine and the West, President 
Vladimir Putin said yesterday, demanding an “immediate” response from 
the US and its allies to Moscow’s demand for security guarantees.

“This is not our (preferred) choice, we do not want this,” Putin said at 
his annual news conference when asked about the possibility of conflict 
with Ukraine.

He said Russia had received a generally positive initial response to 
security proposals it handed to the United States this month and that 
negotiations would start early next year in Geneva.

“I hope the development of the situation will proceed along that path,” 
he said.

In a separate answer, Putin grew more heated when recalling how Nato 
had “cheated” Russia with successive waves of expansion since the Cold 
War, and said Moscow needed an answer urgently.

“You must give us guarantees, and immediately - now.”
Russia rejects Ukrainian and US accusations that it may be preparing an 

invasion of Ukraine as early as next month by tens of thousands of Russian 
troops poised within reach of the border.

It says it needs pledges from the West - including a promise not to 
conduct Nato military activity in Eastern Europe - because its security is 
threatened by Ukraine’s growing ties with the Western alliance as well as 
the possibility of Nato missiles being deployed against it on Ukrainian 
territory.

“We just directly posed the question that there should be no further 
Nato movement to the east. The ball is in their court, they should answer 
us with something,” Putin said.

Tensions have been slowly building since mid-November when 
Washington sounded the alarm over a massive Russian troop build-up 
around Ukraine and accused Putin of planning an invasion.

PASSPORT OFFICE GATE

Suicide bomber 
killed in Kabul
REUTERS, Kabul

A suicide bomber was killed at the gate 
of a passport office in the Afghan capital 
Kabul yesterday, a government spokesman 
said, and several people were injured in the 
blast, according to unconfirmed reports.

A spokesman for Afghanistan’s interior 
ministry said the attacker was shot and 
killed while trying to enter the passport 
office premises.

One member of the Taliban who was a 
witness told Reuters multiple people were 
injured.

Large crowds of Afghans have been 
thronging outside the passport office in a 
bid to get travel documents in recent days 
after the service was restarted after weeks of 
suspension.

Very little chance of survival
Says Myanmar fire department official as scores buried by 

landslide at jade mine in Hpakant township near Chinese border
AGENCIES

Dozens of jade miners who remain 
missing yesterday following a landslide 
in Myanmar’s Kachin State have “very 
little chance of survival”, according to a 
fire department official.

Rescuers pulled three bodies from 
the nearby lake in Hpakant township 
near the Chinese border yesterday, 
adding to the one found the previous 
day.

“It is so difficult to estimate how 
many were missing, but we estimate 
at least 50 missing and they have very 
little chance of survival,” said Pyae 
Nyein, captain of Hpakant Township’s 
fire department, told Reuters news 
agency.

A landslide of dirt and rubble ripped 
down the waste heap of Hpakant on 
Wednesday, burying workers under 

the debris. Hpakant is the centre of the 
country’s secretive jade industry, which 
draws poor workers from across the 
country in search of gems mostly for 
export to China.

Initial reports said that between 70 
and 100 people were missing, but the 
number was later reduced to at least 50.

Rescuers called off the second day’s 
search due to fading light, said Ko Jack 
of the Myanmar Rescue Organisation.

They would be back at the lake for 
a third and final day today, he added, 

after which his team would only come 
and retrieve the bodies “if they appear 
on the water”.

Hundreds of diggers came to 
Hpakant during the rainy season to 
prospect in the treacherous open-cast 
mines despite a junta ban on digging 
until March 2022, according to a local 
activist.

Determining how many people 
were working when the disaster struck 
would be difficult, rescuers said, with 
families hesitant to admit their relatives 
were there and survivors unwilling to 
come forward.

Rescuers said increased pressure 
from the weight of dumped soil and 
rock had pushed the ground downhill 
into the nearby lake, reports AFP.

The incident is the latest tragedy to 
hit the poorly regulated multi-billion-
dollar industry.

High temperatures hit Greenland
AFP, Copenhagen

Temperatures have soared in Greenland recently, the Danish 
Meteorological Institute said on Wednesday, in line with warming 
trends experts have linked to global warming.

In the capital Nuuk, the mercury hit 13 Celsius (55 Fahrenheit) 
on December 20, compared to the -5.3C that is average for this time 
of year.

In Qaanaaq in the north, temperatures reached 8.3C, when the 
seasonal average is usually -20.1C, DMI said.

DMI did not say whether the temperatures recorded had broken 
records set on the island.

“One of the reasons we’re seeing high temperatures is the foehn 
meteorological phenomenon,” a warm wind that is common in the 
world’s largest island, DMI climatologist Caroline Drost Jensen told 
AFP in an email.

“It is a bit unusual that it is simultaneously happening across 
such a vast territory and for so long,” she said.

“Global warming is supporting the elevated temperatures that we 
are currently observing over Greenland,” she said.

Over the summer, temperatures 10 degrees higher than average 
led to loss of glaciers across the vast territory.

Dissident artists lament HK 
Tiananmen statue’s removal

Dissident Chinese artists, including Ai Weiwei, 
have decried a Hong Kong university’s removal 

of a statue honouring protesters killed at 
Tiananmen Square, telling AFP that artistic 

freedoms are evaporating as Beijing tightens 
control. In the early hours of yesterday, Hong 

Kong’s oldest university dismantled and 
removed a statue commemorating democracy 

protesters killed by Chinese troops around 
Tiananmen Square in 1989. The eight-metre 

(26-foot) high “Pillar of Shame” by Danish 
sculptor Jens Galschiot had sat on the campus 
since 1997, the year the former British colony 

was handed back to China. 

Trump candidacy would 
motivate 2nd term run: Biden

Though he isn’t even a year into his first 
term, US President Joe Biden says one factor 

could help convince him to run again in 
2024: a rematch against 2020 rival Donald 

Trump. “That would increase the prospect of 
running,” Biden told ABC News on Wednesday. 

When asked about whether he would stand 
for re-election, the 79-year-old Democrat 
responded that he would. “But look,” he 

said. “I’m a great respecter of fate. Fate has 
intervened in my life many, many times. If 
I’m in the health I’m in now, if I’m in good 

health, then in fact I would run again.” 

SOURCE: AFP, REUTERS

MORE NEWS 

Two dead after blast in Indian 
court building

Two people were killed and two others 
injured after a powerful explosion ripped 

through an Indian court building yesterday, 
police said. Footage showed police officers 

carrying the injured out of the building and 
asking others to leave the premises after 

the explosion near a restroom of the judicial 
complex in Ludhiana, north of the capital 

New Delhi. “There’s been a blast but we can 
not confirm the cause,” a police officer at the 
scene said. “We can confirm that four people 

are injured and out of four, two are dead,” 
he added. The blast damaged the walls of 
the bathroom and shattered glass in other 

rooms, broadcaster NDTV reported. 

Iraq pays final Kuwait war 
reparations

Iraq has paid its last war reparations to Kuwait 
more than 30 years since the invasion of the 

Gulf country by former autocrat Saddam 
Hussein, officials said yesterday. On August 
2, 1990, Hussein ordered his army to invade 

Kuwait and seize what he described as “Iraq’s 
19th province”, before being pushed back 
seven months later by a US-led coalition. 
“Iraq has closed the file of the Kuwait war 

reparations, having paid the last of its dues,” 
Mozher Saleh, the prime minister’s economic 
advisor, was quoted as saying by the official 

Iraqi News Agency. In total, Iraq has paid 
$52.4 billion in reparations, he said. “This 

is not a small amount,” he added. “The sum 
would have been enough to construct an 

electricity network that would have served 
Iraq for many years.”

A man dressed as Santa Clause greets children at their school to celebrate Christmas in Chennai, India yesterday. Members of Christian faith across the 

world will celebrate Christmas Day tomorrow commemorating the birth of Jesus Christ. PHOTO: AFP


