
Five dead in India vaccine plant fire; 
coronavirus drug production unaffected
AFP | Pune

Five people died as a fire tore 
through a building in the 

world’s biggest vaccine manu-
facturing hub in India yester-
day, but the company insisted 
that the production of drugs to 
counter the coronavirus pan-
demic would continue.

Rescue workers discovered 
five bodies in the under-con-
struction building after the 
blaze at the Serum Institute of 
India was brought under con-
trol, media reports said, with 
officials in the western city of 
Pune confirming the toll.

“Five people have died,” city 
mayor Murlidhar Mohol told 
reporters.

TV channels showed thick 
clouds of grey smoke billowing 
from the sprawling site in Pune, 
which is responsible for pro-
ducing millions of doses of the 
Covishield coronavirus vaccine, 
developed by AstraZeneca and 
Oxford University.

“It is not going to affect pro-
duction of the Covid-19 vac-
cine,” a Serum Institute source 
told AFP, adding that the blaze 
was at a new facility being built 
on the 100-acre (40-hectare) 
campus.

A fire official earlier told 
reporters that “three or four 
people were inside” when the 
blaze broke out, but all had 

been rescued.
“No-one is trapped inside,” 

the official said.
“We are deeply saddened and 

offer our deepest condolences 
to the family members of the 
departed,” the firm’s CEO Adar 
Poonawalla tweeted, without 
offering further details.

Both police and the company 
said the cause of the blaze was 
not immediately known.

The complex where the fire 
broke out is a few minutes’ 
drive from the facility where 
coronavirus vaccines are pro-
duced, reports said.
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Prince William of Orange (future 
King William III of Britain), summons 
Convention Parliament to discuss 
ruling jointly with his wife Mary 

Battle of Rorke’s Drift: British garrison of 150 
holds off 3,000-4,000 Zulu warriors. Eleven 
Victoria Crosses and a number of other dec-
orations were awarded to the defenders

Roe vs Wade: US Su-
preme Court legalizes 
most abortions

China locks down the city of Wuhan 
and its 11 million people, in an effort to 
control COVID-19 with a then official 
death toll of 17 and over 500 people ill
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President @JoeBiden 
rejoining the Par-

is Agreement is hugely 
positive news. In the 
year we host @COP26 in 
Glasgow, I look forward 
to working with our US 
partners to do all we can 
to safeguard our planet.

@BorisJohnson

Anguished by the loss 
of lives due to an un-

fortunate fire at the @
SerumInstIndia. In this 
sad hour, my thoughts 
are with the families 
of those who lost their 
lives. I pray that those 
injured recover at the 
earliest.

@narendramodi

The comeback from 
the #COVID19 reces-

sion continues. Positive 
news on the jobs front 
today with 50,000 more 
jobs created in Dec. Our 
Government is all about 
jobs, jobs & more jobs and 
supporting Australians 
with practical things that 
will drive our economic 
recovery from #COVID19.

@ScottMorrisonMP

We don’t  have a 
second to waste 

when it comes to getting 
this virus under control. 
That’s why today, I’ll be 
signing executive ac-
tions to expand testing, 
administer vaccines, and 
safely reopen schools 
and businesses.

@POTUS

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

editorial stances)
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15 dead in Ukraine nursing home fire
AFP | Kiev

At least 15 people were 
killed Thursday after a 

blaze tore through a residen-
tial home for the elderly in 
the eastern Ukrainian city of 
Kharkiv.

The fire broke out in the sec-
ond storey of the home in the 
ex-Soviet republic, which is 
one of the poorest countries 
in Europe and suffers from an 
ageing health care system.

Ukrainian President Volod-
ymyr Zelensky described the 
incident as “a terrible tragedy” 
and said 33 people had been 
in the building when the fire 
broke out.

Photos distributed by the 
emergency services showed 
smoke billowing from charred 
windows on the second floor 
of the building, while firefight-
ers in heavy coats worked to 
assess the damage.

Zelensky confirmed the 
death toll of 15 reported by 
emergency services, adding: 
“We all pray that there will be 
no more.”

It was not clear in the imme-
diate aftermath of the fire how 
many of the survivors were 
taken to nearby medical facil-
ities for treatment.

The emergency services re-
ported nine people had been 

admitted to nearby hospitals 
while Prosecutor General Iry-
na Venedyktova said 11 people 
were injured.

She said the authorities were 
investigating the misuse of 
electric heaters as a possible 
cause of the blaze.

Deadly fires are not uncom-
mon in Ukraine, where com-
pliance with safety regulations 
is poorly enforced and ageing 
infrastructure is badly main-
tained.

In December 2019, a fire 
killed 16 people and injured 
30 others at a higher education 
institution in the Black Sea city 
of Odessa.

The director was later ar-
rested on charges of negli-
gence.

In August the same year, a 
fire in a hotel in Odessa killed 
nine people.

Biden signs virus measures on 
first full day in White House
US President Joe Biden unveils sweeping Covid-19 plan in first full day in office

• Joe Biden marks start 
of presidency with flurry 
of executive orders

Reuters | Washington

US President Joe Biden launched 
initiatives yesterday to rein in the 
raging COVID-19 pandemic, tack-

ling his top priority on his first full day 
in the White House as he tries to turn 
the page on Donald Trump’s tumultuous 
leadership.

His administration plans a coordinated 
federal coronavirus response aimed at 
restoring trust in the government and 
focused on boosting vaccines, increasing 
testing, reopening schools and address-
ing inequalities thrown up by the disease.

“We can and will beat COVID-19. Amer-
ica deserves a response to the COVID-19 
pandemic that is driven by science, data, 
and public health — not politics,” the 
White House said in a statement outlin-
ing the administration’s National Strat-
egy on for the COVID-19 Response and 
Pandemic Preparedness.

Later yesterday, Biden signed a series 
of executive orders related to the pan-
demic, including requiring mask-wearing 
in airports and on certain public trans-
portation, including many trains, air-
planes and intercity buses, officials said.

Coronavirus has infected more than 24 
million people in the United States and 
killed more than 405,000, the highest 
totals in the world. Trump frequently 
sought to play down the severity of the 
pandemic and the new Democratic presi-
dent has put the disease top of a daunting 

list of challenges, including rebuilding a 
ravaged economy and addressing racial 
injustice.

Opening a blitz of policy measures, 
Biden signed 15 executive actions on 
Wednesday just hours after he was sworn 
into office, many aimed at sweeping away 
Trump’s policies.

Those included mandating masks on 
federal property and halting the with-
drawal from the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO), as well as issues such as 
rejoining the Paris climate accord and 
ending a travel ban on some Muslim-ma-
jority countries.

Among the 10 new orders, Biden will 
establish a COVID-19 testing board to 
ramp up testing, address supply short-
falls, establish protocols for international 

travelers and direct resources to hard-hit 
minority communities.

Biden has pledged to provide 100 mil-
lion doses of the coronavirus vaccine 
during his first 100 days in office. His 
plan aims to increase vaccinations by 
opening up eligibility for more people 
such as teachers and grocery clerks.

Other issues the administration said 
it would address over the next 10 days 
include healthcare, the economy, immi-
gration and climate change.

Biden made a plea for unity during his 
inaugural address on Wednesday, saying 
overcoming the challenges facing the 
country would require a return to civility.

“We must end this uncivil war that 
pits red against blue, rural versus urban, 
conservative versus liberal. We can do 

this - if we open our souls instead of 
hardening our hearts,” Biden said on 
the steps of the Capitol, where a mob of 
Trump’s supporters stormed the building 
on Jan 6.

Biden proposed a $1.9 trillion COVID-19 
package last week that would enhance 
jobless benefits and provide direct cash 
payments to households to alleviate the 
financial pain from coronavirus.

Yesterday, Biden directed the Federal 
Emergency Management Administra-
tion to reimburse states and tribes fully 
for the costs associated with National 
Guard-related efforts to combat the vi-
rus, officials said.

The measure restores “full reimburse-
ment” from the FEMA Disaster Relief 
Fund for costs related to re-opening 
schools. FEMA funds are typically dis-
persed after hurricanes, floods or other 
natural disasters.
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Egypt 158,963 8,747 124,605 25,611

Saudi 
Arabia

365,775 +212 6,342 +4 357,337 2,096

UAE 267,258 +3,529 766 +4 239,322 27,170

Kuwait 159,834 +570 951 152,826 6,057

Oman 132,486 +169 1,517 +1 124,730 6,239

Qatar 148,258 +258 248 144,478 3,532

Middle East

Country Total cases Total  
deaths

1 USA 25,100,750 418,056

2 India 10,625,420 153,053

3 Brazil 8,655,512 213,180

4 Russia 3,655,839 24,952

5 UK 3,543,646 34,210

6 France 2,987,965 27,100

7 Spain 2,560,587 29,272

8 Italy 2,428,221 33,885

9 Turkey 2,412,505 33,875

10 Germany 2,102,196 86,893

11 Colombia 1,956,979 43,967

12 Argentina 1,831,681 18,656

13 Mexico 1,688,944 144,371

14 Poland 1,457,755 34,561

G l o b a l  t a l l y

C O V I D - 1 9 :  C o u n t r i e s  w o r s t  a f f e c t e d

Figures as of closing

News in brief 
 u A Japanese 
court upheld a ban 
on dual citizenship, 

rejecting a suit that challenged 
the measure’s constitutionality 
and sought damages for those 
affected. Japan is one of around 50 
countries internationally, including 
China and South Korea, that only 
permits its citizens to hold one 
nationality. 

 u The United 
Nations Office for 
Coordination for 
Humanitarian Affairs said it has halted programs 
in Venezuela that provide cash transfers to the 
poor via local nonprofit organizations. The UN office 
known as OCHA is asking the government of President 
Nicolas Maduro to establish clear rules regarding cash 
transfers. “We’re working with pertinent authorities so 
that the (cash transfer programs) are in line with the 
country’s financial/banking regulatory framework with 
the aim of reactivating them, guaranteeing the safety of humanitarian workers 
and continuing to support ... vulnerable people,” OCHA said in an email.

 u 
Prosecutors 
in Bermuda 

charged former Premier Ewart Brown with 
participating in a wide-ranging corruption scheme, 
accusing the ex-leader of pocketing millions of dollars 
and unlawfully helping his center-left Progressive 
Labor Party. The charges follow a decade-long investigation 
and mark the first time in the island’s modern history that a 
former leader has been charged with graft.

 u At least 43 migrants from West 
Africa perished in the first major 
shipwreck off the Libyan coast this 
year, the United Nations said, adding that 
10 people were rescued. The UN agencies 
for refugees and for migration said they 
were “deeply saddened” by the tragedy. The 
shipwreck, they said, happened Tuesday after a 
boat that set off from the city of Zawya capsized 
just a few hours after departure when its 
engine stopped in poor sea conditions.

 u The toll from a powerful 
explosion caused by a gas leak 
that gutted a building in a 

residential part of Madrid rose to four after a 
priest died from his injuries. The 36-year-old, 
who was ordained a priest last June, was one of the 
11 people who were injured during Wednesday’s 
blast in the La Latina district. He died in hospital 
in the early hours of yesterday, the Madrid 
archdiocese said in a statement.

Japan court upholds ban on 
dual citizenship

Prosecutors accuse Bermuda’s ex-
premier Brown of graft, pocketing millions

Death toll in Madrid 
building blast rises to four

UN aid coordinator halts 
Venezuela cash transfer programs

Shipwreck off Libya 
leaves 43 dead: UN

Rare twin suicide attack in 
Baghdad leave nearly 30 dead
The market had been teeming with people after the lifting of nearly a year of 
restrictions imposed across the country

• There was no 
immediate claim of 
responsibility

AFP | Baghdad

A rare twin suicide bombing 
killed nearly 30 people at a 
crowded market in central 

Baghdad yesterday, Iraqi state 
media said, the city’s deadliest 
attack in three years.

At least 28 people were killed 
and another 73 wounded in the 
attack amid stalls hawking sec-
ond-hand clothes in the Iraqi cap-
ital’s Tayaran Square.

The market had been teeming 
with people after the lifting of 
nearly a year of restrictions im-
posed across the country in a bid 
to halt the spread of Covid-19.

According to an interior min-
istry statement, the first suicide 
bomber rushed into the market, 
claiming to feel sick.

Once a crowd of people had 
gathered around him, he detonat-
ed his explosives.

As people then flocked around 
the victims, a second attacker det-
onated his bomb, the ministry 
said.

An AFP photographer at the 
scene said security forces had 
cordoned off the area, where 
blood-soaked clothes were strewn 
across the muddy streets.

Paramedics were working to re-
move casualties, and Iraq’s health 

ministry said it had mobilised 
medics across the capital.

Yesterday’s attack was the 
bloodiest incident in Baghdad 
since January 2018, when a sui-
cide bomber killed more than 30 
people in the same square.

Suicide bombings had been 
commonplace in Baghdad during 
the sectarian bloodletting that fol-
lowed the US-led invasion of 2003.

Later on, as the Islamic State 
group swept across much of Iraq, 
its jihadists also targeted the cap-
ital.

But with the group’s territorial 
defeat in late 2017, suicide bomb-
ings in the city became rare.

Baghdad’s notorious concrete 
blast walls were dismantled and 
checkpoints across the city re-
moved.

‘Despicable act’ 
President Barham Saleh led 

political figures in condemning  
yesterday’s attack, saying the 
government would “stand firmly 
against these rogue attempts to 
destabilise our country.”

United Nations’ Iraq mission 
(UNAMI) also offered condolences 
to the victims.

“Such a despicable act will not 
weaken Iraq’s march towards sta-
bility and prosperity,” UNAMI said 
in an online statement.

Yesterday’s attack comes as Ira-
qis prepare for an election, events 
often preceded by bombings and 
assassinations.

The 2018 attack took place just 
a few months before Iraq’s last 
round of parliamentary elections.

Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kad-
hemi had originally set this year’s 
general election for June, nearly 
a year ahead of schedule, in re-
sponse to widespread protests 
in 2019.

But authorities are in talks over 
rescheduling them to October, to 
give electoral authorities more 
time to register voters and new 
parties.

Yesterday’s twin attack was not 
immediately claimed but suicide 
bombings have been used by ji-
hadist groups, most recently IS.

The jihadist factions seized a 
third of Iraq in 2014 and was dan-
gerously close to the capital, but a 
ferocious three-year fight by Iraqi 
troops pushed them back.

Still, the group’s sleeper cells 
have continued to operate in de-
sert and mountain areas, typically 
targeting security forces or state 
infrastructure with low casualty 
attacks.

Still, the US-led coalition that 
had been supporting Iraq’s cam-
paign against IS has significantly 
drawn down its troop levels over 
the past year, citing the increased 
capabilities of Iraqi troops.

Members of Iraqi security forces gather at the site of the blast

Trapped China gold miners 
have to wait 15 days for rescue
AFP | Beijing

Workers trapped in a gold 
mine in China since Jan. 

10 may have to wait another 15 
days before they can be rescued 
because of a blockage on their 
intended escape route, officials 
said yesterday.

A total of 22 workers were 
trapped underground after an 
explosion at the Hushan mine 
in Qixia, a major gold-producing 
region under the administration 
of Yantai in Shandong province 
on the northeast coast.

One is confirmed to have died, 
while 11 are known to be alive. 
The remaining 10 are missing.

Rescuers were drilling new 
shafts yesterday to reach 10 of the men in the middle section of 

the mine, more than 600 metres 
from the entrance, who have been 
sent food and medical supplies. 
Another survivor has been found 
in a different section.

The shafts include one 711-mm 
(28-inch) diameter shaft that res-
cuers hope to use to bring the 
survivors to safety.

However, at least another 15 
days may be needed to clear ob-
stacles, Gong Haitao, deputy head 
of Yantai’s propaganda depart-

ment, told a news conference at 
the headquarters of the rescue 
operation.

A “severe blockage” 350 me-
tres down was much worse than 
feared, officials said, adding that 
it was about 100 metres thick and 
weights some 70 tonnes.

Thick smog, reeking of chem-
icals, hung over the muddy road 
leading up to the mine site and a 
row of ambulances on standby in 
a carpark, reducing visibility to a 
few hundred metres.

Police discover first 
cannabis farm in 
London financial 
district
AFP | London

The first cannabis farm 
has been found in Lon-

don’s historic financial dis-
trict, where office buildings 
have been emptied because 
of lockdowns to contain the 
spread of COVID-19, British 
police said.

The City of London Po-
lice said 826 cannabis plants 
were found in a building 
near the Bank of England. 
The police said there were 
reports of a “strong smell 
of cannabis”, which led to 
the raid.

“This is the first cannabis 
factory in the City, no doubt 
being set up in response to 
fewer people being out and 
about during the pandemic 
who might have noticed any 
unusual activity,” the police 
said in a statement.

The City of London, 
which is  home to the 
world’s largest commercial 
insurance market, banks 
and fund managers, has 
been largely deserted since 
March after most employ-
ees were asked to work from 
home.

Rescuers are seen at the site where workers were trapped underground

Firefighters work at the site of fire

Smoke billows from buildings at India’s Serum Institute in Pune

Joe Biden signs executive orders during his first minutes in the Oval Office

Suicide bombings had 
been commonplace in 
Baghdad during the 

sectarian bloodletting 
that followed the US-

led invasion of 2003
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We are deeply 
saddened and 

offer our deepest 
condolences to the 
family members of 

the departed
ADAR POONAWALLA

CEO OF SERUM INSTITUTE OF INDIA

22
workers were trapped 

underground in the Jan. 
10 blast in the Hushan 

gold mine on the outskirts 
of Yantai, a major gold 

producing region in 
Shandong province on the 

northeast coast

Biden has pledged to provide 
100 million doses of the 

coronavirus vaccine during 
his first 100 days in office. 
His plan aims to increase 

vaccinations by opening up 
eligibility for more people 

such as teachers and grocery 
clerks
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