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Charlemagne becomes the sole 
King of the Franks after the death 
of his brother Carloman

Earthquake strikes Naples; 
about 35,000 die

US President James K. Polk triggers 
Gold Rush of 1849 by confirming a 
gold discovery in California

Four-node ARPANET network 
is established
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UAE-Israel-Bahrain 
ties via the Abraham 

Accords ‘unlock oppor-
tunities’ for women in 
the Middle East - The 
National

@IvankaTrump

Trump’s rants about 
a “fraudulent elec-

tion” are not a joke. They 
are the most significant 
attack against our de-
mocracy in history. If 
the election system’s 
“rigged,” if the media’s 
“fake,” if federal officials 
are part of a “deep state,” 
who can you trust? You 
got it. A dictator.

@BernieSanders

@JoeBiden and I sat 
down for our first 

joint interview yesterday 
and committed to making 
sure the vaccine first gets 
in the hands of those who 
need it most.

@KamalaHarris

Whistleblowers re-
veal that the USPS 

is responsible for tam-
pering with hundreds 
of thousands of ballots. 
@OANN  This long time 
Democrat stronghold 
got rid of massive num-
bers, especially in swing 
states, during and before 
delivery of the ballots. 
Well documented evi-
dence!

@realDonaldTrump

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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Monolith monotony? Another mystery structure appears and vanishes in California
Reuters | Los Angeles

A 10-foot-tall metallic monolith ap-
peared mysteriously atop a Central 

California mountain this week, then 
vanished just as suddenly on Thursday 
in what seemed to be a copycat of one 
that appeared and then vanished in a 
Utah desert.

“I can’t say it’s aliens, but it was here 
and now it’s gone,” said Terrie Banish, 
deputy city manager of Atascadero, Cal-
ifornia, a city of about 30,000 off U.S. 
Highway 101 near the central coast city 
of San Luis Obispo.

“It appeared only (Wednesday) and in 
the middle of the night someone hauled 
it off,” she said.

“It’s under investigation by our police 
department, but it’s not been reported 
stolen.”

The 10-foot tall monolith in Utah, 
found by officials counting bighorn sheep 
in a remote desert last month, sparked 
worldwide awe and drew throngs of 
hikers making pilgrimages to see.

It hearkened to Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 
film, “2001: A Space Odyssey”, based on a 
novel by Arthur C. Clarke, in which alien 
monoliths mysteriously appear.

Another shiny metal monolith found 

last week in Romania’s mountainous 
Neamt county close to an ancient Da-
cian fortress vanished four days later on 
Tuesday.

Like the obelisk in Utah, word spread 

quickly about the Atascadero curiosity, 
drawing scores of people hiking up the 
two-mile trail to see, the Atascadero 
News reported.

But then video posted on social media 
showed a group of people replacing it 
with a wooden cross, Banish said.

“At the end of the day, it doesn’t seem 
like extraterrestrials,” she said.

Biden to call for 100 
days of mask-wearing
US President-elect Joe Biden has said he will ask Americans to wear masks for his 
first 100 days in office to curtail the spread of coronavirus

• The president-elect has 
frequently emphasized mask-
wearing as a “patriotic duty” 
and during the campaign 
floated the idea of instituting 
a nationwide mask mandate

AP | Washington

Joe Biden said that he will ask Ameri-
cans to commit to 100 days of wearing 
masks as one of his first acts as presi-

dent, stopping just short of the nationwide 
mandate he’s pushed before to stop the 
spread of the coronavirus.

The move marks a notable shift from 
President Donald Trump, whose own scep-
ticism of mask-wearing has contributed to 
a politicization of the issue. That’s made 
many people reticent to embrace a prac-
tice that public health experts say is one of 
the easiest ways to manage the pandemic, 
which has killed more than 275,000 Amer-
icans.

The president-elect has frequently em-
phasized mask-wearing as a “patriotic 
duty” and during the campaign floated 
the idea of instituting a nationwide mask 
mandate, which he later acknowledged 
would be beyond the ability of the president 
to enforce.

Speaking with CNN’s Jake Tapper, Biden 
said he would make the request of Ameri-
cans on Inauguration Day, Jan. 20.

“On the first day I’m inaugurated, I’m 
going to ask the public for 100 days to mask. 
Just 100 days to mask — not forever, just 
100 days. And I think we’ll see a significant 
reduction” in the virus, Biden said.

The president-elect reiterated his call 
for lawmakers on Capitol Hill to pass a 
coronavirus aid bill and expressed support 
for a $900 billion compromise bill that a 
bipartisan group of lawmakers introduced 
this week.

“That would be a good start. It’s not 
enough,” he said, adding, “I’m going to need 
to ask for more help.”

Biden has said his transition team is 
working on its own coronavirus relief pack-

age, and his aides have signalled they plan 
for that to be their first legislative push.

The president-elect also said he asked 
Dr. Anthony Fauci to stay on in his ad-
ministration, “in the exact same role he’s 
had for the past several presidents,” as the 
director of the National Institute of Allergy 
and Infectious Diseases, the nation’s top 
infectious-disease expert.

He said he’s asked Fauci to be a “chief 
medical adviser” as well as part of his COV-
ID-19 advisory team. Fauci told NBC’s “To-
day” show on yesterday, “I said yes right 
on the spot.”

Regarding a coronavirus vaccine, Biden 
offered begrudging credit for the work 
Trump’s administration has done in expe-

diting the development of a vaccine but said 
that planning the distribution properly will 
be “critically important.”

“It’s a really difficult but doable project, 
but it has to be well planned, “ he said.

Part of the challenge the Biden adminis-
tration will face in distributing the vaccine 
will be instilling public confidence in it. 
Biden said he’d be “happy” to get inoculated 
in public to assuage any concerns about its 
efficacy and safety. Three former presidents 
— Barack Obama, George W. Bush and Bill 
Clinton — have said they’d also get vaccinat-
ed publicly to show that it’s safe.

“People have lost faith in the ability of the 
vaccine to work,” Biden said, adding that 
“it matters what a president and the vice 
president do.”

In the same interview, Biden also weighed 
in on reports that Trump is considering par-
dons of himself and his allies.

“It concerns me in terms of what kind 
of precedent it sets and how the rest of the 
world looks at us as a nation of laws and 
justice,” Biden said.

Biden committed that his Justice Depart-
ment will “operate independently” and that 
whoever he chooses to lead the department 
will have the “independent capacity to de-
cide who gets investigated.”

Ecuador finds 
nest of huge, 
endangered sea 
turtle

AFP | Quito

Conservationists in Ec-
uador have found a nest 

of endangered leatherback 
sea turtles, a whopper of a 
species that can weigh up to 
a tonne and be three meters 
(10 feet) long.

Also known as the lute 
turtle (Dermochelys coria-
cea), it is the world’s largest 
species of sea turtle.

The Environment Min-
istry said the nest was 
found in Manabi province 
but did not say how many 
eggs were in it. They should 
hatch in about 60 days, it  
said.

A protective perimeter 
has been set up around the 
nest and a thermometer was 
installed.

This is the third time a 
nest of these creatures has 
been found since 2015 on 
the coast of Ecuador.

Its status is listed as “vul-
nerable,” and in the east-
ern Pacific experts say it 
in danger of disappearing 
altogether.

The leatherback lives in 
tropical, subtropical and 
subarctic waters of the At-
lantic, Pacific and Indian 
oceans.

“If we manage to hatch 
these eggs, this would be a 
historic event because this 
species is very special due 
to its vulnerability,” said 
Paco Castro, the Environ-
ment Ministry director in 
the region where the nest 
was found.

In the earlier finds in 
2015 and 2017 the eggs 
in those nests did not  
hatch.

A leatherback sea turtle

News in brief 
 u Two 
firefighters 
were injured 

and residents of a rustic Southern 
California canyon were driven from 
their homes after a blaze broke out 
overnight at a house and tore across 
more than 7,000 acres of dry brush 
and wooded hillsides. Some 500 
firefighters aided by water-dropping 
aircraft were battling the flames, which 

sent smoke drifting across Orange and Los Angeles counties and out over the 
Pacific Ocean. Some 25,000 people were evacuated across Orange County.

 u There was an explosion 
at South Africa’s second-
largest crude oil refinery 
in Durban yesterday morning, a local 
metropolitan police official said, adding 
it was not yet clear whether there had 
been injuries or deaths. According to 
Engen’s website, the Durban plant has a 
crude refining capacity of 120,000 barrels 
per day. It was not immediately clear if there 
was any impact on the refinery’s production.

 u A retired French 
surgeon has been sentenced 
to 15 years in jail at the end 

of his closed-doors trial for the rape 
and sexual abuse of four children 
in the first part of France’s biggest 
ever paedophilia case. Joel Le 
Scouarnec, 70, remained impassive as 
the verdict was read out on Thursday 
at the court in Saintes, western France, 
keeping his arms crossed without a 

glance at his victims, who embraced each other, overcome with emotion.

 u The 
health of 
Australia’s 
Great Barrier Reef, the world’s most 
extensive and spectacular coral reef 
ecosystem, is in a critical state and 
deteriorating as climate change warms 
up the waters in which it lies, an 
international conservation group said. 
The World Heritage-listed site off Australia’s 
northeastern coast has lost more than half 
its coral in the past three decades.

 u China will 
start construction 
of 10,000 

kilometres (6,213.7 miles) of intercity and urban railway over the next five 
years in Yangtze River Delta, Greater Bay and Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei areas, 
the state planner said. The Greater Bay area is a region that includes Hong 
Kong, Macau and nine cities in China’s southern Guangdong province.

Residents flee wildfire raging 
through Southern California canyon

Surgeon jailed in France’s 
massive paedophile case

China to start ambitious rail line 
to link city clusters in five years

Huge explosion rocks 
refinery south of Durban

Australia’s Great Barrier Reef status 
lowered to critical and deteriorating

Puerto Rico’s Arecibo Observatory ‘not closing’ after collapse
AFP | Washington

Puerto Rico’s Arecibo Observa-
tory could still have a future 

after its vast telescope dramatical-
ly collapsed this week, US officials 
said.

The structure was destroyed on 
Tuesday when its 900-ton receiv-
er platform, which was suspended 
450 feet (140 meters) in the air, 
fell loose and plunged onto the 

radio dish below.
Ralph Gaume, director of the 

US National Science Foundation’s 
division of astronomical sciences, 
said “the NSF is not closing the 
Arecibo Observatory.”

“The NSF is deeply saddened 
by the situation,” he told report-
ers, adding that the agency “has 
a very well-defined process for 
funding and constructing large-
scale infrastructure including 

telescopes... it’s very early for us 
to comment on the replacement.”

Engineers had recently warned 
of the telescope’s decrepit con-
dition, and the NSF announced 
only last month that it would be 
dismantled. Two of the cables that 
held the platform over the radio 
dish -- which measures 1,000 feet 
(300 meters) in diameter -- had 
snapped this year, and the struc-
ture finally gave way on Tuesday.

NASA to buy Moon dust for $1
US space agency announces contracts awarded to four companies to collect soil from 
the moon for $1 to $15,000

• The companies plan to 
carry out the collection 
during already scheduled 
unmanned missions to the 
Moon in 2022 and 2023

AFP | Washington

The US space agency NASA 
awarded contracts to four 

companies to collect lunar sam-
ples for $1 to $15,000, rock-bot-
tom prices that are intended to set 
a precedent for future exploita-
tion of space resources by the pri-
vate sector.

“I think it’s kind of amazing 
that we can buy lunar regolith 
from four companies for a total 
of $25,001,” said Phil McAlister, 
director of NASA’s Commercial 
Spaceflight Division.

The contracts are with Lunar 
Outpost of Golden, Colorado for 
$1; ispace Japan of Tokyo for 
$5,000; ispace Europe of Lux-
embourg for $5,000; and Masten 
Space Systems of Mojave, Califor-
nia for $15,000.

The companies plan to carry 
out the collection during already 
scheduled unmanned missions to 
the Moon in 2022 and 2023.

The firms are to collect a small 
amount of lunar soil known as 
regolith from the Moon and to 
provide imagery to NASA of the 
collection and the collected ma-
terial.

Ownership of the lunar soil will 
then be transferred to NASA and it 
will become the “sole property of 
NASA for the agency’s use under 
the Artemis program.”

Under the Artemis program, 
NASA plans to land a man and a 
woman on the Moon by 2024 and 
lay the groundwork for sustaina-
ble exploration and an eventual 
mission to Mars.

“The precedent is a very im-

portant part of what we’re doing 
today,” said Mike Gold, NASA’s 
acting associate administrator 
for international and interagency 
relations.

“We think it’s very important to 
establish the precedent that the 
private sector entities can extract, 
can take these resources but NASA 
can purchase and utilize them to 
fuel not only NASA’s activities, 
but a whole new dynamic era of 
public and private development 
and exploration on the Moon,” 
Gold said.

“We must learn to generate our 
own water, air and even fuel,” 
he said. “Living off the land will 

enable ambitious exploration 
activities that will result in awe 
inspiring science and unprece-
dented discoveries.”

Any lessons learned on the 
Moon would be crucial to an 
eventual mission to Mars.

“Human mission to Mars will 
be even more demanding and 
challenging than our lunar oper-
ations, which is why it’s so critical 
to learn from our experiences on 
the Moon and apply those lessons 
to Mars,” Gold said.

A scrrengrab from a video shows the 
collapse at the Arecibo Observatory

Tiger’s severed head seized during Thai zoo raid
AFP | Bangkok

Authorities in Thailand found 
a severed tiger’s head when 

they raided a fake zoo near the 
country’s border with Laos that 
has suspected links to an illegal 
wildlife trafficking racket.

Officials seized five live tigers at 
the Mukda Tiger Park and Farm 
-- which have been sent to a wild-
life sanctuary -- while other tiger 
parts were also discovered.

The site in the north-east-
ern province of Mukdahan had 
claimed six cubs were born at the 
facility five years ago, but DNA 
tests have since confirmed the five 
seized tigers and the decapitated 
animal were not related to any 
others at the park.

This has raised suspicions 
that the zoo was being used as a 
holding facility for wildlife being 
smuggled into Laos and Vietnam.

“They have had a zoo licence to 
open as a business since 2012, but 
they claimed their facility was not 
ready to open,” an official from 
the Thai Department of National 
Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conser-
vation told AFP.

“We got tipped off from various 
international agencies about the 

strange activities conducted by 
this zoo.”

The zoo’s owner was not pres-

ent during the raid on Monday 
and was wanted for questioning, 
the official said.

The zoo had 28 tigers in 2013, 
and five years later the popula-
tion had jumped to 50, according 
to conservation group Wildlife 
Friends Foundation Thailand. But 
by 2020 the number of tigers was 
down to 25.

“Think of this as animal laun-
dering; once you change the iden-
tities of the animals they can no 
longer be traced,” Edwin Wiek, 
the group’s founder, said.

Erdogan says he 
hopes France gets 
rid of Macron
AFP | Istanbul

Turkey’s president has 
renewed his vitriolic at-

tacks on French President 
Emmanuel Macron, saying 
he hopes France will get rid 
of him soon.

Speaking after Friday 
prayers in Istanbul, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan called Ma-
cron “trouble” for France, 
which he said was experienc-
ing a dangerous time under 
his leadership.

“My wish is for France to 
get rid of the Macron trouble 
as soon as possible,” Erdo-
gan said. Otherwise, Erdogan 
claimed, France would not 
be able to overcome the Yel-
low Vest protest movement 
against social injustice in the 
country.

Erdogan also said France 
has lost its credibility as an 
intermediary of the Minsk 
group, which was created in 
the 1990s to encourage peace-
ful resolution for the conflict 
in Nagorno-Karabakh.

25
tigers were only left 

in the zoo whose 
population jumped 

from 28 in 2013 to 50 in 
five years

The severed head of the tiger seized during the raid

Scientist-astronaut Harrison H. Schmitt collecting samples from the moon during 
the Apollo 17 mission using a lunar rake in December 1972 (file photo)

A monolith stands on a Stadium Park hillside in Atascadero, California

US President-elect Joe Biden wears a mask as he speaks during an event

On the first day I’m 
inaugurated, I’m going to 

ask the public for 100 days 
to mask. Just 100 days to 

mask — not forever, just 100 
days. And I think we’ll see a 

significant reduction
JOE BIDEN

The monolith’s straight sides 
and height are similar to one 
discovered in the Utah desert 
and another found in Roma-

nia. Like those structures, 
the origin of the California 

edifice is also mysterious

KNOW WHAT

As per the payment 
plan, Lunar Outpost 

of Golden received 10 
cents on getting the 
contract and will get 

another 10 cents after 
the mission launch. 

The full payment will 
only come in after it 
delivers the samples 

to NASA

KNOW WHAT

66,008,929

1,519,895

45,680,722

Deaths

Recovered:

New cases 

New deaths 
+483,665 

+8,749 

Country Total 
cases

new 
cases

Total 
deaths

New 
Deaths

Total 
recovered

Active 
cases

Egypt 117,156 6,713 103,082 7,361

Saudi 
Arabia

358,336 +234 5,940 +10 348,238 4,158

UAE 174,062 +1,311 586 +1 157,828 15,648

Kuwait 143,917 +343 886 +2 139,148 3,883

Oman 124,329 1,435 115,866 7,028

Qatar 139,643 +166 239 136,872 2,532

Middle East

Country Total cases Total  
deaths

1 USA 14,664,081 284,402

2 India 9,606,810 139,700

3 Brazil 6,496,050 175,432

4 Russia 2,402,949 42,176

5 France 2,268,552 54,140

6 Spain 1,699,145 46,252 

7 UK 1,690,432 60,617

8 Italy 1,688,939 58,852

9 Argentina 1,447,732 39,305

10 Colombia 1,343,322 37,305

11 Mexico 1,144,643 108,173

12 Germany 1,143,116 18,492

13 Poland 1,041,846 19,359

14 Iran 1,016,835 49,695
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