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Omicron: India reports first
cases of new Covid variant
Two men in the southern Indian state of Karnataka have tested positive for the Omicron coronavirus variant.
One of them, a 66-year-old
South African national, had travelled from there and has already
left India, officials said.
The second - a 46-year-old
doctor in the southern Indian city
of Bengaluru - has no travel history.
These are the first cases of the
new Omicron variant to be reported in India.
The World Health Organization (WHO) has warned that
Omicron poses a "high infection
risk".
At a press briefing on Thursday, health officials said the two
patients with the new strain had
shown mild symptoms.
All their primary contacts and
secondary contacts have been
traced and are being tested.
According to an official release, five contacts of the 46-year
old man have tested positive so
far. The patients have been isolated and their samples have been
sent for genome testing.
The South African national
landed in Bengaluru on 20 November. He was screened at the airport and found to be Covid positive, following which he isolated
himself in a hotel. Two days later,
his samples were sent for genome
sequencing, the official release
said.
He also got himself tested at a
private lab - and he got a negative
result. On 27 November, he took
a cab to the Bengaluru airport and
left for Dubai.
Officials said 24 primary contacts and 240 secondary contacts
of the man were traced, and all of
them have tested negative.
Following the discovery of
the two patients in Karnataka,
Chief Minister Basavaraj Bommai
said he was monitoring the situa-

14th KoreaCentral Asia
cooperation
forum held in
Tajikistan
South Korea and five Central
Asian countries have discussed
cooperation in areas including energy and the digital economy during a minister-level gathering in
Tajikistan.
According to the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs on Wednesday, the
14th Korea-Central Asia Cooperation Forum was held in Dushanbe, Tajikistan on Tuesday.
The forum was attended by
the foreign ministers of South
Korea, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan,
the vice foreign minister of Kazakhstan and some 100 experts.
Participants discussed ways
to boost cooperation in four areas, including forestry, energy,
health and the digital realm. ?
In a keynote speech, Foreign
Minister Chung Eui-yong said
South Korea-Central Asia relations, which have seen remarkable
growth in the past three decades,
are facing unprecedented challenges due to climate change and the
COVID-19 pandemic.
He then proposed to
strengthen cooperation with a focus on coexisting with nature, creating new growth engines with
future technologies and achieving
human-oriented growth in order
to turn challenges into opportunities.
Chung also welcomed Tajikistan’s intent to join the Seoulbased Global Green Growth Institute which helps emerging economies’ transition into green
growth.
The next forum is set to be
held in Seoul next year.

tion closely. "Our duty is now to
track and trace such strains and
their contacts wherever it's found.
We are already tracking and tracing international travellers," he
said.
Six samples from people who
tested positive for Covid-19 in the
national capital Delhi, and another six samples from the western
state of Maharashtra, have also
been sent for genome sequencing
to determine the variant. Officials
are still awaiting results. Several
other cities and states are following suit.
Starting Wednesday, India announced new travel restrictions
for international passengers arriving from "at risk" countries a list
that includes UK, South Africa,
New Zealand, Bangladesh, Hong
Kong and Israel.
They will be tested on arrival
and cannot leave the airport without their test results. Those who
test positive will be isolated and
treated, and their samples will be
sent for genome sequencing. Those
who test negative must quaran-

tine at home for seven days and
get tested again on the eighth day.
Omicron: Is India ready for
a third wave?
Different Indian states have
announced different policies for
travellers - all passengers flying
in to Maharashtra from "at-risk"
countries will have to spend seven days in institutional quarantine.
Delhi and Karnataka have said all
international passengers will have
to undergo PCR tests on arrival.
"We are immediately checking
suspicious cases and conducting
genome sequencing," health minister Mansukh Mandaviya told
Parliament on Tuesday.
"We have learnt a lot during
the Covid crisis. Today, we have
a lot of resources and laboratories. We can manage any situation," he added.
Last week, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi reviewed the
country's public health preparedness, and urged people to continue following Covid safety norms.
Life in India India has returned
to normalcy in the wake of low

case counts and a steady vaccine
drive.
The country has been recording fewer than 10,000 new cases
daily and has vaccinated nearly
80% of the 940 million eligible
adults with at least one dose so
far.
But the latter has begun to
slow and the emergence of a new
possibly more infectious variant
has raised the spectre of a third
wave - a frightening prospect given how the second wave devastated India in April and May as
hospitals ran out of beds, oxygen
and medicines.
South Africa alerted the world
to the new variant on 24 November after it detected its first case
of Omicron. Several countries
have since announced travel restrictions.
Initial evidence suggests Omicron has a higher re-infection risk.
But scientists say it will take another three weeks to know how
the heavily mutated variant impacts the effectiveness of various
vaccines. bbc

Iraq announces final results of
October parliament election
Baghdad, Iraq – The political
bloc led by Shia leader Muqtada
al-Sadr was confirmed the winner
of the October parliamentary election.
Iraq’s independent election
commission announced the final
results on Tuesday following
weeks of recounting and intensified rejection from the losing parties.
Five seats changed as a result
of the appeals and recounting process in the capital; Baghdad, Nineveh, Erbil, Kirkuk and Basra.
“We have committed ourselves to dealing with the election
results in accordance with the law,
and with utmost integrity and
impartiality,” said Jalil Adnan
Khalaf, chairman of the election
commission’s Board of Commissioners, at a press conference.
The election results have re-

confirmed the win of al-Sadr, a
prominent Shia cleric whose political bloc, the Sadrist Movement,
won a total of 73 out of the 329
seats in the incoming parliament.
Al-Fatah alliance, whose main
components are militia groups affiliated with the Iran-backed Popular Mobilisation Forces, sustained its crushing loss and
snatched 17 seats – no change
from the initial results, despite its
repetitive call for a recount over
alleged “fraud”.
The number for the Taqadum,
or Progress Party-led by current
Parliament Speaker Mohammed
al-Halbousi, a Sunni – remained
the same, 37 seats. Former Prime
Minister Nouri al-Maliki’s State
of Law party lost two seats and
will have 33 in parliament.
The Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP) captured 31 seats,

and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) received 18.
The final count put the voter
turnout at 44 percent – the lowest since the United States-led invasion toppled Saddam Hussein
and established a new political
system in 2003.
“Now Fatah will need to decide whether they accept results
and negotiate on government formation or escalate their rejection,”
wrote Sajad Jiyad, a fellow at the
Century Foundation.
“Sadr also has to decide whether he pursues a majority government at risk of failing and seeing a
strong rival block form, or accept
a coalition along the status quo.
“A new government or a PM
could still be months away,” he
added.
aljazeera
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Pakistan receives $3 billion
loan from Saudi Arabia
KARACHI: Pakistan on Saturday received a $3 billion loan
from Saudi Arabia, the prime minister's finance adviser said, as part
of an economic support package.
The South Asian country has
faced growing economic challenges, with high inflation, sliding forex reserves, a widening current
account deficit and a depreciating
currency.
Pakistan’s total liquid foreign
reserves stand at $22,498.8 million, based on central bank data.
Shaukat Tarin, finance adviser to Pakistan's prime minister
Imran Khan, said in a tweet: "I
want to thank His Excellency
Crown Prince Mohammed Bin

Salman and Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia for the kind gesture."
The loan from Saudi Arabia
will be for one year at a 4% interest rate under the terms of the
package, which was signed last
month. read more
"This is positive news ... and
will help bolster both the foreign
exchange reserves and sentiments
in the forex market," Saad Hashemy, executive director at BMA
Capital said. The loan comes a
week after the International Monetary Fund agreed with Pakistan
on measures needed to revive a
stalled $6 billion funding programme. read more
The completion of the review,

pending since earlier this year,
would make available 750 million
in IMF special drawing rights, or
around $1 billion, bringing total
disbursements so far to about $3
billion.
Pakistan's central bank has
raised its benchmark interest rate
by 150 basis points to 8.75% to
counter inflationary pressures.
Inflation had reached 11.5%
in November, up from 9.2% a
month earlier.
The Pakistani rupee, which
closed on Friday at 176.77 at inter-bank against a dollar, has depreciated more than 11% since
the start of this year.
Reuters

Bangladesh mayor arrested for
refusing mural of PM’s father
A Bangladesh mayor who has
refused to permit a mural depicting Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s father on religious grounds has
been arrested, police say.
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was
independent Bangladesh’s first
leader and since his daughter took
power in 2009, authorities have
erected more than 1,000 murals
and monuments to venerate him.
Dozens of people have also
been charged for defaming him
under the country’s notorious internet laws, which rights groups
say have been used by Hasina to
silence dissent.
Abbas Ali, the mayor of western Rajshahi city, found himself
in the spotlight last month after
an audio clip of his comments
against a proposed Mujib mural
went viral.
“This is not correct according
to Islamic sharia,” he had said.
“That’s why I won’t keep it. I

will build everything as it’s
planned, except for this last part.”
Doctrinal traditions forbid
depictions of people in murals or
statues as part of the religion’s
restrictions against idolatry.
The mayor’s comments triggered protests in his home town.
He initially claimed the clip was
fake, but later apologised on Facebook and fled town.
Police arrested Ali from a hotel in the capital Dhaka on
Wednesday, spokesman Khandaker Al Moin told the AFP news
agency.
“He admitted he made the
comment. He was absconding in
different hotels in Dhaka since
November 23. We had information that he’s planning to flee the
country,” he added.
The case follows last month’s
sacking by Hasina of Zahagir
Alam, the mayor of the industrial
city of Gazipur after he allegedly

defamed Rahman.
Alam and Ali were members
of Hasina’s ruling Awami League
party.
Mujib led his country to independence from Pakistan in 1971
after a horrific nine-month war
that Bangladesh says killed as
many as three million and displaced many more.
He was assassinated four
years later along with most of his
family.
Under his daughter, Hasina,
74, activists say the human rights
situation in Bangladesh has deteriorated sharply, with clampdowns on free expression that
have seen hundreds of journalists
and activists arrested.
Hasina’s main political opposition has been crippled with its
chief and her archrival Khaleda
Zia jailed for corruption.
aljazeera

Kyrgyzstan, Russia presidents
hold telephone conversation
President of Kyrgyzstan
Sadyr Zhaparov had a telephone conversation with Russian President Vladimir Putin,
Trend reports citing Kabar.
The press service of the
Kyrgyz President said that the
heads of state discussed topical issues of the bilateral agenda of Kyrgyz-Russian relations
and prospects for the development of cooperation in various
fields, including building up
interaction in the Eurasian
space, taking into account the
upcoming chairmanship of the
Kyrgyz Republic in the Eurasian Economic Union in 2022.
During the conversation,
Sadyr Zhaparov also told his
colleague about the parliamentary elections held in Kyrgyzstan, which were held in full
compliance with the Constitution of Kyrgyzstan and international norms.

He thanked the Russian
side for active participation in
the elections as observers, for
the assistance in organizing
the voting of Kyrgyzstanis on
the territory of Russia, as well
as for the high assessment of
the conduct of the elections by
the Russian side.
“Stability and a favorable
socio-political situation in the
country will serve as a solid
foundation for the further progressive development of multifaceted Kyrgyz-Russian cooperation,” the head of Kyrgyzstan said.
Sadyr Zhaparov expressed
gratitude to Vladimir Putin for
the regular support provided
by the Russian side in the fight
against the spread of coronavirus infection and related consequences, including the supply of the next batch of Sputnik-Light vaccines and the

organization of additional
flights between the two countries.
In turn, the Russia president of congratulated Sadyr
Zhaparov on the successful
conduct of the elections and
wished further socio-economic development of the country
for the benefit of the people of
Kyrgyzstan.
Taking this opportunity,
Vladimir Putin also congratulated Sadyr Zhaparov on his
upcoming birthday and wished
him good health, prosperity
and further success in his responsible government activities.
The leaders of the countries agreed to continue an active dialogue between the parties on the basis of alliance and
strategic partnership.

Kazakhstan Tightens travel rules as Omicron variant spreads
NUR-SULTAN – Kazakhstan
will tighten travel rules for international arrivals from Dec. 3 over
the concerns of a new Omicron
variant, First Vice Healthcare Minister Marat Shoranov told a government meeting on Tuesday.
International arrivals and depatures terminal of Nursultan
Nazarbayev international airport
in the Kazakh capital. Photo credit: nn-airport.kz
Foreign nationals from
Botswana, South Africa, Lesotho,
Namibia, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Madagascar, Eswatini,
Tanzania, Malawi, and Hong
Kong will not be able to visit Ka-

zakhstan, while those arriving
from Israel, the Czech Republic,
the Netherlands, Belgium, United
Kingdom, Italy, Germany, Australia, and Canada, would have to
present a PCR test result and
would be quarantined for 7 days
regardless of the test result.
Air travel to Egypt, which has
also confirmed the new variant,
will be suspended due to high passenger traffic between the countries.
“WHO has designated it (Omicron) as a variant for concern.
According to preliminary data
compared to other types of coronavirus infection, the Omicron
variant is more contagious than the

Delta, affects mostly people aged
20-30 years, and there is also the
risk of reinfection,” said Shoranov
noting that the epidemiological
situation in Kazakhstan remains
stable.
As of Dec. 2, Kazakhstan reported 973,045 coronavirus cases and 82,734 coronavirus pneumonia cases.
Kazakhstan was not the first
country to impose travel restrictions on arrivals from Africa. As
South Africa first reported the
new variant with the growing concerns of easier transmission, countries around the world rushed to
tighten restrictions. Omicron has
now spread to more than 20 coun-

tries, including the United States.,
Germany, Saudi Arabia, and Australia, but the World Health Organization said these restrictions
“place a heavy burden on lives and
livelihoods.”
“In addition, they can adversely impact global health efforts during a pandemic by disincentivizing
countries to report and share epidemiological and sequencing data.
All countries should ensure that the
measures are regularly reviewed
and updated when new evidence
becomes available on the epidemiological and clinical characteristics
of Omicron or any other variant of
concern,” said the WHO in a statement.

