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2020 ends with 12 fresh 
cases of COVID-19

COVID TALLY REACHES 5889 
SUMMIT REPORT
GANGTOK, 31 Dec: 

2020 will forever be 
remembered for un-

leashing a pandemic that 
brought the entire world 
to its knees. But as they 
say, there is always light 
at the end of the tunnel 
and so with vaccines 
beginning to be rolled 
out in some countries 
against the COVID-19 vi-
rus, we bid adieu to 2020 
on a hopeful note. And lest 
we forget, it is not just an-
other year but also a decade 
that has come to a close. We 
should learn from what has 
happened this past year 
and so we take a look at the 
COVID numbers in Sikkim 
till today. 

In 2020, Sikkim re-
corded 5889 COVID-19 
cases of which 5139 pa-
tients were discharged 
while 127 succumbed 
to the virus. So far, East 
district has recorded the 
most number of cases i.e 
4466, followed by South 
with 947 cases, West 
with 334 and North with 
48 cases of COVID-19. 

Of the total 5889 cas-
es, 1725 were admitted 

in Hospitals while the 
rest isolated at home 
and quarantine centres. 
Sikkim has conducted 
68,828 tests so far.

Meanwhile, twelve 
fresh cases of novel coro-
navirus were reported in 
Sikkim till 8 am Thurs-
day taking the State tal-
ly of confirmed cases of 
COVID-19 to 5889. The 
figure of discharged pa-
tients further improved 
to 5139. There are 529 
active cases of novel 
coronavirus in the State, 

of whom four are cur-
rently in the ICU facili-
ty of COVID dedicated 
STNM hospital.

In his daily health bul-
letin on Thursday, Health 
Department State IEC 
Officer, Sonam Gyaltsen 
Bhutia mentioned that of 
the 12 new cases in the 
State, 07 were report-
ed in East District, 02 in 
West District and 03 in 
South District. 

He informed that in 
the testing of 154 sam-
ples on Wednesday, 12 

returned positive for 
COVID-19, in which six 
were found in RT-PCR 
testing of 112 samples, 
one in TrueNat testing of 
eight samples and five in 
rapid antigen testing of 
34 samples.

New cases report-
ed from in and around 
Gangtok are one person 
from 6th Mile Tadong, 
one from Sichey, one 
from Chongyek and one 
from Maney Gaon, Low-
er Shyari. One person 
from 3rd Mile Check post 

near GREF camp and 
one from Barapathing, 
Chuchen-Pakyong in East 
District were also found 
COVID-19 positive.

Likewise, one person 
from Thapa Colony, Da-
lep and one person from 
Mangley, Yangyang Road 
in Lower Tarku in South 
District and two persons 
from near Sai Mandir in 
Daramdin and one from 
Langang, Upper Barfung 
in Rabongla in South Dis-
trict reported positive for 
COVID-19.

CM greets Sikkimese on New Year
SUMMIT REPORT
Gangtok, 31 Dec:

Chief Minister Prem Singh Tamang 
has extended warm greetings for 

the New Year, wishing for prosperity, 
good health and abundance for the peo-
ple of Sikkim.

In his message, he highlights that 
the drastic effects of the pandemic were 
having severe consequences around 
the world and has appealed to the peo-
ple to take necessary measures to stay 
safe and has urged the people to take 
every precaution while celebrating the 
new year and after. 

Offering prayers for those who lost 
their lives to COVID-19 and the front-
line warriors who succumbed to the 
virus, the CM has commended the 

spirit of the citizens who worked tire-
lessly to maintain normalcy despite 
the pandemic and adds that this has 
strengthened their resolve to contin-
ue and carry on. 

He has hoped that the situation will 
improve in the coming year and pro-
vide his government with the opportu-
nity to strive even harder to fulfill the 
aspirations of the people.

In his greetings, the CM has wished 
that the year 2021 becomes a year 
filled with new energy, enthusiasm and 
possibilities.

The unity, integrity and socio-cul-
tural fabric of the Sikkimese people, he 
is confident, will become even stronger 
and everyone will collectively work and 
take the State to newer heights.

Delayed by 3 months, 
CBSE Board exams start 
May 4, results on July 15

New Delhi, 31 Dec 
[NDTV]: Class 10 and 12 
final exams for schools 
affiliated to the Central 
Board of Secondary Ed-
ucation (CBSE) will be 
held from May 4 to June 
10 and results will be 
announced on July 15, 
Union Education Min-
ister Ramesh Pokhriyal 
Nishank announced on 
Thursday.

"The board exams for 
Class 10 and 12 will be 
conducted from May 4 to 
June 10. Schools will be 
allowed to conduct prac-
tical exams from March 
1. Date sheet for both 
the classes will be issued 
soon. The results will be 
declared by July 15," Mr 
Pokhriyal announced.

The three-month de-
lay because of the corona-
virus pandemic sparked 
concerns about the impact 
on college admissions, es-
pecially for those intend-
ing to study abroad.

Usually, practical 
tests are conducted in 
January and theory ex-
ams begin in February 
and conclude in March.

Mr Nishank had last 

week ruled out conduct-
ing the board examina-
tions till February in 
view of the COVID-19 
situation.

With no clarity on the 
board exam dates, sev-
eral schools had already 
conducted pre-board ex-
ams online to keep the 
students prepared.

The CBSE had an-
nounced earlier this 
month that board exams 
in 2021 will be conduct-
ed in written mode and 
not online.

Schools across the 
country were closed in 
March to contain the 
spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic. They were 
partially reopened in 
some states from Octo-
ber 15.

However, a few states 
have decided to keep 
them closed in view of a 
spike in the number of 
infections.

This year's board ex-
ams had to be postponed 
mid-way in March. They 
were later cancelled and 
the results announced on 
the basis of an alterna-
tive assessment scheme.

Sakewa celebrated at Kopchey

BIKASH CHETTRI
Namchi, 31 Dec: 

Sayabung Samaj of 
Kopchey, South Sik-

kim, organized the cele-
bration of Sakewa/Sakela 
Udhauli Mang-Sewa in the 
premises of Akhil Kirat 
Rai Sangh (AKRS) office 
located in the village of 
Kopchey near Namchi in 
South Sikkim today. 

Sakewa is traditional-

ly observed twice a year 
by the people of Rai com-
munity. 

Sakewa Udhauli 
Mang Sewa is a tradi-
tional festival where the 
people belonging to Rai 
community gather to-
gether to thank the an-
cestors and nature for 
the harvest of the year, 
especially those of rice, 
millet, and buckwheat. 

The Udhauli Sakewa 
is celebrated when the 
beasts and birds of the 
high mountain regions 
start moving southwards 
to escape the cold of 
winter season. One bird 
in particular - Nakleng-
wa - is mainly watched 
by Rai community 
people when they go 
towards south to cele-
brate Udhauli Sakewa.

COVID-19 recovery 
rate in country 

crosses 96 per cent
New Delhi, Dec 31 (PTI): India has crossed a sig-
nificant milestone in its fight against coronavirus, 
with the national COVID-19 recovery rate crossing 
96 per cent, one of the highest globally, the Union 
Health Ministry said on Thursday.

"The total recovered cases have crossed 98.6 
lakhs (98,60,280), the highest globally. The gap 
between active cases and recoveries is contin-
uously increasing and stands at 96,02,624," the 
ministry highlighted.

Further, the active cases have drastically de-
clined to 2.57 lakh. The total positive cases of the 
country are 2,57,656 and now comprise merely 
2.51 per cent of the total cases.

"With a high number of COVID patients re-
covering every day and the sustained fall in the 
mortality rate, India's steady trend of registering 
dipping active cases continues," the ministry said.

A total of 21,822 new confirmed cases were 
recorded in a span of 24 hours in the country 
whereas 26,139 new recoveries were registered 
in the same period.

It has led to a net decline of 4,616 cases from 
the total active caseload, the ministry underlined.

Of the new recovered cases, 77.99 per cent are 
observed to be concentrated in 10 states and UTs.

Kerala has reported the maximum number of 
single-day recoveries with 5,707 newly recovered 
cases, 4,913 people recovered in Maharashtra fol-
lowed by 1,588 in Chhattisgarh.

The ministry said that 79.87 per cent of the 
new cases are from 10 States and UTs.

Kerala has reported the highest daily new cas-
es at 6,268. It is followed by Maharashtra with 
3,537 new cases.

Also, 299 case fatalities have been reported 
in a span of 24 hours with ten states and UTs ac-
counting for 80.60 per cent of these.

Maharashtra reported maximum casualties 
with 90 new fatalities. Kerala and West Bengal 
both follow with 28 daily deaths.

India's COVID-19 caseload increased to 
1,02,66,674 with 21,822 new infections being 
reported in a day while the death toll rose to 
1,48,738 with 299 new fatalities, the data updated 
at 8 am showed.

COVID: India registers 21,822 new cases
New Delhi, Dec 31 (PTI): India's COVID-19 
caseload increased to 1,02,66,674 with 
21,822 new infections being reported in a 
day, while the number of people who have 
recuperated from the disease surged to 98.60 
lakh pushing the national recovery rate over 
96 per cent, according to the Union Health 
Ministry data updated on Thursday.

The death toll increased to 1,48,738 
with 299 new fatalities, the data updat-
ed at 8 am showed The number of peo-
ple who have recuperated from the dis-
ease surged to 98,60,280 pushing the 
national recovery rate to 96.04 per cent, 
while the COVID-19 case fatality rate 
stands at 1.45 per cent. The COVID-19 
active caseload remained below 3 lakh 
for the tenth consecutive day.

There are 2,57,656 active corona-
virus infections in the country which 
comprises 2.51 per cent of the to-
tal caseload, the data stated. India's 

COVID-19 tally had crossed the 20-lakh 
mark on August 7, 30 lakh on August 
23, 40 lakh on September 5 and 50 lakh 
on September 16. It went past 60 lakh 
on September 28, 70 lakh on October 
11, crossed 80 lakh on October 29, 90 
lakh on November 20 and surpassed 
the one-crore mark on December 19.

According to the ICMR, 17,20,49,274 
samples have been tested up to Decem-
ber 30 with 11,27,244 samples being 
tested on Wednesday.

The 299 new fatalities include 90 
from Maharashtra, 28 each from West 
Bengal and Kerala, and 21 from Delhi.

A total of 1,48,738 deaths have been re-
ported so far in the country including 49,463 
from Maharashtra followed by 12,109 from 
Tamil Nadu, 12,081 from Karnataka,10,523 
from Delhi, 9,683 from West Bengal, 8,352 
from Uttar Pradesh, 7,104 from Andhra 
Pradesh and 5,331 from Punjab. 

COVID-19: 
Night curfew 
in Odisha 
on Dec 31
Bhubaneswar, Dec 31 
(PTI): The Odisha gov-
ernment has imposed 
a night curfew from 10 
pm on Thursday to avoid 
large gatherings during 
the New Year celebra-
tions in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, an 
official said.

The restriction will 
remain in place till 5 am 
on Friday, Special Relief 
Commissioner (SRC) P K 
Jena said.

Taking to Twitter, the 
SRC said, "Govt (Govern-
ment) of Odisha impos-
ing night curfew from 
10 pm of tonight to 5 
am tomorrow across the 
state. General public re-
quested to cooperate. 
All essential services & 
movements are allowed 
to continue during the 
curfew hours."

He urged people to 
follow the COVID-19 
protocols even though 
the state has witnessed 
a declining trend of fresh 
coronavirus cases.

Odisha's COVID-19 
caseload mounted to 
3,29,621 as 315 more 
people tested positive for 
the infection on Thurs-
day, while two fresh fa-
talities pushed the death 
toll to 1,873.

"We have to be extra
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LAND FOR SALE 
A land measuring an area for  50x32 1/2  at Road-
side just below housing colony is for sale. It is 
just a  one minute walking distance from Namchi 
bazaar taxi stand. Interested party may contact 
9593373387 and 9434406761

LAND FOR SALE 
An area measuring 1 acre at Sadam South Sikkim 
near Loretto Convent School at Gupti road. Price 
negotiable any one interested can contact:

78640-04501,62970-03235, 98320-48410

~ SummitTIMES ~
CLASSIFIEDS
LAND FOR SALE

Two plots available – 30X40 sq ft and 50X30 sq ft
Junkeri Dara, Samlik Marchak

Price negotiable 
Contact : 6296366498, 

9641878315, 9593262407

FOR RENT 
Two and half storeyed (1st to 3rd floor) com-
plex is available for rent in the heart of Ranipool 
Baazar (Opposite UCO Bank). The building area 
is 35’x60’ appx. in each floor and is fit for offic-
es, shopping complexes, guest houses, banks etc. 
Contact: 8509755220, 8348007688.

GENERAL LAND FOR SALE
 

General land sale at Lower Sichey, suitable for 
construction, good locality, near the road,Total 
size:90x55ft, (30x55ft each plot ). geniune person 
may contact@9734122366.

BUILDING FOR SALE 
A two storey building constructed on plot 
area 50×40 ft. at Upper Phong near Phong SS 
,Namthang South Sikkim is on sale. Cost Rs 60 
Lakhs (Negotiable ). Interested may contact : 
8145829309, 7864937800, 9749897695.

cautious after the detection of a new strain of coro-
navirus. It is more infectious. The general administra-
tion department has already issued a notice, prohibit-
ing any event marking New Year's Day celebrations," 
Jena said.

Bhubaneswar-Cuttack Police Commissioner S S 
Sarangi said 40 platoons of security personnel will 
be deployed in the two cities to enforce the curfew on 
Thursday night.

"We have information about functions that have 
been planned at several apartments and residential 
areas to celebrate the new year. We urge people not 
to organise such events. Police personnel will conduct 
surprise raids," he said.

The state government has already banned the 
New Year celebrations in hotels, restaurants, clubs, 
parks and other public places on Thursday and Friday.

Any person found violating the order shall be pun-
ished under the provisions of the Disaster Manage-
ment Act, 2005 and other relevant laws, Chief Secre-
tary A K Tripathy said on Wednesday.

However, cinema halls and theatres in the state 
have been allowed to operate with up to 50 per cent 
capacity from Friday.

COVID-19: Night curfew...

Poklok-Nandugaon BAC Sporting Club formed

SUMMIT REPORT
GANGTOK, 31 Dec: 

Working on the an-
nouncement of the 

Chief Minister to pro-
mote club culture in the 
State, Poklok-Nanduga-
on Block Administrative 

Centre Sporting Club was 
formed on Wednesday. 

The club was formed 
during a meeting held 
on the direction of Sports 
& Youth Affairs Department 
under the initiative of a Physi-
cal Education Teacher, Sobha 

Gurung at Poklok-Nanduga-
on BAC on 30 Dec. The meet-
ing was chaired by Pancha-
yat President, Salghari GPU, 
Pravin Rai.

The meeting deliberat-
ed on the importance of for-
mation of clubs at the grass 

root level and thanked the 
SKM government for giv-
ing top priority to sports 
to engage youth in healthy 
and productive activities, 
and encourage them to-
wards fitness and a career 
in sports. 

The meeting unani-
mously decided to name 
the club Poklok-Nandu-
gaon BAC Sporting Club 
and further decided that 
once the club is officially 
registered, the office will 
be set up by the governing 

body and made functional. 
However, the club 

shall unofficially start 
sports related work with-
in the BAC in close coor-
dination with the Sports 
& Youth Affairs Depart-
ment, it is informed.

Chamling extends New Year greetings
SUMMIT REPORT
GANGTOK, 31 Dec: 

Former Chief Minister 
and president of Sik-

kim Democratic Front 
party, Pawan Chamling 
has conveyed his New 
Year 2021 greetings to 
the people of Sikkim. 

In his New Year greet-
ings, he expressed, “As we 
embark on 2021, leaving 
behind a turbulent 2020, 
humanity is hopeful for a 
complete change in our 
current situation and 
for better days to come. 
May our difficulties, pain, 
losses and tears change 
into blessings, joy, gains 
and peace!”

An SDF press release 
mentions that the party 
president further stated 
that this year, more than 
ever, has been a wake-
up call for all and the 
pandemic has signalled 
that it was time, now 
more than ever, for all to 
change the overall think-
ing and way of life. 

“We have been for-
tunate to have come 
through a rough 2020 
safe, sound and healthy 
to welcome the new year. 
But we would be more 
fortunate if we could use 
the lessons learnt from 
the hardships and suf-
ferings of 2020 to live 

better in the New Year. 
I personally feel Sikkim 
needs to do that more 
than any other society. 
We have the opportunity 
of a lifetime for exempla-
ry change to show the 
world,” he said.

He further stated that 
the world drift apart by 
hatred, violence, polit-
ical and social conflict 
and the rising graphs of 
racial, religious, environ-
mental, and even social 
conflict put mankind 
on the brink of a cata-
strophic fall. He added 
that at the foundation of 
all these conflicts is the 
big issue we face: of not 

being able to be truly hu-
man. 

“We have not been 
able to embrace our hu-
manity and be human 
first. Let us make 2021 a 
year of forgiveness, love, 
acceptance, genuine uni-
ty and one where we em-
brace our true humanity. 
That is possible only and 
only if we are honest 
enough to think with a 
pure heart and mind and 
be present to the press-
ing needs of our soci-
ety and our world. That 
would be the greatest gift 
we could give to one an-
other on this New Year,” 
he adds.

Roger Federer had the perfect excuse to 
walk away in 2020 – but he wants to go on

TUMAINI CARAYOL
New York, 31 Dec [theGuard-
ian]: In July 2018, during times 
when rooms could still be safely 
filled with people, Roger Federer 
was at Wimbledon for a pre-tour-
nament press conference as he 
prepared to defend his title. For 
half an hour he fielded questions 
in three languages from a packed 
room, but suddenly things took a 
left turn. An unfamiliar reporter 
was handed the microphone and 
without missing a beat, she opened 
her question with a simple, direct 
statement: “You look even more 
handsome than last year.”

As onlookers cackled and Fed-
erer responded with a timely in-
jection of humour, that cringe-in-
ducing moment felt as if it was a 
reflection of the way Federer is 
discussed in general. Even before 
he marked himself as one of the all-
time greats, Federer took on a myth-
ical status in the sporting world. He 
is the maestro. He is peRFect. He 
is often described as some other-
worldly being. There are those inter-
minable jokes from commentators 
about his inability to sweat, even 
when his headband is clearly soaked 
through. Such a comment from a 
professional journalist seemed as if 
it was a natural progression.

Detractors of Federer and 
some neutrals argue there is far 
too much fawning over him, while 
his fans would point out that a 
once-in-a-lifetime talent who has 
won so much and attracted so 
many fans to the game is worthy 
of that adulation. What is clear is 
that with so much of the focus on 
his effortless style and bottomless 
toolbox of shots, it often belies the 
many other qualities that make 
him great.

On Sunday night, Federer con-
cluded his year by announcing he 
will not be competing at the Aus-
tralian Open in February. After 
previously undergoing surgery for 

a torn meniscus in his left knee in 
2016, this year Federer had two 
arthroscopic surgeries on his right 
knee. He did not recover satisfac-
torily from the first surgery in Feb-
ruary, so he decided on a second 
attempt in June. He is now working 
his way back up to full intensity in 
Dubai and he will eventually de-
cide on his first tournament back.

For much of his career, Fed-
erer’s evasion of injury has been 
a pillar of his game, allowing him 
to preserve his body and remain 
competitive for so long. Now the 
reality of being 39 years old with 
1,513 ATP singles matches un-
der his belt has arrived. Federer’s 
withdrawal means his injury lay-
off will last longer than a year. His 
mortality as a professional player 
has naturally been on his mind. “It 
is already clear that I am near the 
end of my career,” he said in July to 
the Swiss broadcaster SRF. “I can’t 
tell what’s in two years. That’s why 
I plan year after year. I’m still hap-
py right now. But when the cog-
wheels no longer work, I stop.”

The most interesting aspect of 
these final years of Federer’s ca-
reer has been what he is willing to 
do to keep those cogwheels turn-
ing. It has taken far more than just 
a wave of his magic wand. Eighteen 
months ago, he was so close to one 
of his great achievements, leading 
Novak Djokovic by double match 
point in the Wimbledon final be-
fore falling in a fifth-set tie-break.

For Federer, memories of that 
match should also include the 10 
months of work it took to return to 
that spot. After defeats at Wimble-
don and the US Open in 2018, his 
powers waning, Federer respond-
ed by adding more tournaments 
to his schedule. He spent a long 
winter with his head down, slowly 
grinding through uncertain patch-
es of form. There were many ugly 
matches, balls thrashed in bursts 
of anger, and he was still searching 

for his level by the 2019 Australian 
Open. It was engrossing to see him 
resolutely work through his issues 
before he finally soared again.

The only sighting of Federer in 
2020 came at the Australian Open 
after a shortened off-season. De-
spite never really finding his best, 
he dragged himself into the last 
four, engineering two breathless 
five-set escapes against John Mill-
man and Tennys Sandgren. By the 
semi-final, his body was finished.

At any age, recovering from a 
serious injury is difficult. Surgery 
is physically painful and mental-
ly draining. Rehabilitation is the 
height of tedium. The uncertainty 
of if and when it will be possible 
to return to competition can be 
suffocating enough as a 20-year-
old, let alone in a brittle body af-
ter decades of competition. Since 
February, Federer will have had to 
navigate all of those emotions.

In that same Wimbledon press 
conference two and a half years 
ago, Federer was asked about Serena 
Williams’s comeback after her preg-
nancy. He noted his happiness at her 
decision to take the route back to sport 
after such a long time away. “Why not?” 
he said. “After everything she’s done, it 
would have been the perfect excuse and 
exit to say: ‘I’ve had it.’”

After two knee surgeries and a 
year away from tennis at 39 years 
old, 2020 produced the cleanest 
excuse and exit route for Federer 
to vanish into the night. Instead, he 
has not had it. He has been consis-
tent and resolute in his determina-
tion to compete at the highest level 
again. Age eventually comes for us 
all, but he has impeded its effects 
by complementing his ability with 
grit, resolve and an enduring moti-
vation that remains more than 22 
years since his first professional 
match and so long since most of his 
contemporaries let go. In the end, 
that feels even more meaningful 
than his talent alone.

CONTACT SUMMIT TIMES
REPORTERS 
NAMCHI

9832048410,

9775736596 
SINGTAM
7699771651

MANGAN/ DIKCHU

9832612485/
9434011213
GANGTOK
8016270440,

9832082664,
9832424750,
8768664251
9832470000

Williamson overtakes 
Smith and Kohli to 

be top test batsman
NEW DELHI, 31 Dec (Re-
uters): New Zealand cap-
tain Kane Williamson en-
ters the New Year as the 
top-ranked test batsman 
after leapfrogging Aus-
tralia’s Steve Smith and 
India skipper Virat Kohli 
in the latest official rank-
ings issued on Thursday.

Williamson, who re-
turned from paternity 
leave this month, hit a 
match-winning centu-
ry in the opening test 
against Pakistan to help 
New Zealand win by 101 
runs at Mount Maun-
ganui on Wednesday.

Smith is in the middle 
of a rare slump in form 
and dropped behind 
Kohli after registering 
four single-digit scores at 
the halfway stage of the 
ongoing four-test series 
against India.

Kohli, who top-

scored for India in their 
eight-wicket thrashing 
by Australia in the series 
opener in Adelaide, has 
returned home for the 
birth of his first child.

India’s stand-in skip-
per, Ajinkya Rahane, 
jumped to number six 
after his stellar hundred 
in the second test in-
spired the tourists to a 
series-levelling victory in 
Melbourne.

Australia’s Pat Cum-
mins remains the top-
ranked test bowler, while 
compatriot Mitchell Starc 
jumped two places to en-
ter the top five.

India spinner Ravi-
chandran Ashwin (sev-
enth) and quick Jasprit 
Bumrah (ninth) im-
proved their top 10 posi-
tions after their impres-
sive performance in the 
Melbourne test.Shots first, questions 

later: UK's new Covid-19 
vaccine rollout approach
London, 31 Dec [Reuters]: Britain said on Wednesday 
it would prioritise making sure that more people re-
ceive their first dose of a COVID-19 vaccine quickly 
over giving a second shot to those who have already 
had one, a change in strategy as the country battles 
record numbers of new coronavirus cases.

The decision will apply to the newly approved As-
traZeneca/Oxford vaccine, as well as the Pfizer/BioN-
Tech shot, which was rolled out in Britain three weeks 
ago. The first recipients of the latter have just started 
receiving their booster shots.

The British regulator approved AstraZeneca and 
Oxford's vaccine on Wednesday, saying a gap of three 
months between shots could boost its efficacy.

Developers of the vaccine have said that quick 
deployment will help reduce hospitalisations from 
COVID-19 as daily cases topped 50,000 for the first 
time on Tuesday.

The dose interval for the Pfizer vaccine in Britain 
was changed from 21 days to "at least 21 days" on 
Wednesday, and for both vaccines, the second dose 
was advised to be given up to 12 weeks later.

"This approach will maximise the benefits of both 
vaccines," a health ministry spokesman said.

"It will ensure that more at-risk people are able to 
get meaningful protection from a vaccine in the com-
ing weeks and months, reducing deaths and starting 
to ease pressure on our NHS."

Pfizer, sounded more cautious on the prospect of 
shifting the schedule of the second dose of the vac-
cine, noting it had not been evaluated on different 
dosing schedules.

"There are no data to demonstrate that protection 
after the first dose is sustained after 21 days," it said in 
a statement, adding the implementation of alternative 
schedules should be closely monitored.

"While decisions on alternative dosing regimens 
reside with health authorities, Pfizer believes it is 
critical... to ensure each recipient is afforded the maxi-
mum possible protection, which means immunisation 
with two doses of the vaccine."

Britain has said the new strategy still means ev-
eryone will receive a second dose within 12 weeks of 
the vaccine.

AstraZeneca has said that the MHRA's approval of 
a two-dose regime, with 4-12 weeks between the first 
and second dose, was the "best vaccination strategy" 
for the shot.

The government said it would also not recom-
mend one vaccine over another for different cohorts 
of the population, even though data on the Oxford/
AstraZeneca vaccine's efficacy in older people is cur-
rently limited.

Munir Pirmohamed, chair of the Commission on 
Human medicines expert Working Group on COVID-19 
vaccines, said only a small amount of data on efficacy 
in older people was available because of the way the 
trial was designed.

"From the data that was available, there was indi-
cation that the vaccine was effective in older people 
as well," he said.

Oxford vaccine developer Sarah Gilbert said more 
data would be made available, especially regarding effi-
cacy in older adults, but that starting inoculations while 
some questions were unanswered was important. "We 
are in a pandemic situation," she told Sky News. "The 
MHRA have determined that we have a safe vaccine, a 
highly effective vaccine, and the one that we need to start 
using now to control this pandemic."
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Grand finale of state-level 
singing competition held

Tamu Lochar celebration 
concludes in Bermiok

Kaluk Veterans lifts Winter 
Volleyball tourney

Trinamool youth wing leader raided by CBI

Dzukou range fire in Nagaland 
under control: Officials

Families affected by Dudh Koshi 
hydel project demand resettlement

DAMBAR SINGH RAI
Khotang, 31 Dec 
[KathmanduPost]: The 
families of those who 
will be displaced by the 
construction of the Dudh 
Koshi Hydropower Proj-
ect have demanded that 
they be relocated. Hun-
dreds of families who 
have lived in the area 
for generations fear dis-
placement once the con-
struction of the hydro-
power project begins.

The 635-megawatt 
hydropower project, 
which will be fed by the 
Dudh Koshi river, will 
inundate 162 houses, 
including 80 houses of 
a Majhi settlement. The 
project site lies in the 
border of Lamidanda, 
Ward No. 3 of Rawabeshi 
Rural Municipality and 
Bhadaure, Ward No. 6 of 
Chisangkhugadhi Rural 
Municipality.

“We don’t know 
where we will go,” said 
Aaiti Majhi, a resident of 
Majhigaun in Rabhuwa, 
Rawabeshi. “We have 

been living here for gen-
erations and we wouldn’t 
want to leave if given the 
choice.”

Eighty families in the 
Majhi settlement will be 
displaced due to the proj-
ect’s construction and 
the families have been 
demanding authorities 
to relocate them to a suit-
able location, preferably 
near forests and rivers.

“Rivers and forests 
play an important role in 
our lives. We need them 
for cultural purposes 
and to continue with our 
traditions,” said Lal Ba-
hadur Majhi, a resident 
of Majhigaun. “Even our 
death ritual is connected 
to rivers. We bid farewell 
to our dead in the river. 
We have told the author-
ities to relocate us near 
rivers and forests so as to 
be able to continue with 
our traditions.”

Authorities estimate 
that a total of 988 fami-
lies in Khotang, Okhald-
hunga and Solukhumbu 
districts will be affected 

by the hydropower proj-
ect. According to them, 
876 hectares of land will 
be inundated by the proj-
ect in these districts.

Last year, speaking 
to local stakeholders in 
Rawabesi, Khotang, the 
then Energy Minister 
Barshaman Pun had as-
sured the local residents 
of proper compensation. 
He had also informed 
that Rs 300 million was 
allocated for land acqui-
sition in the fiscal year 
2019/20 and had as-
sured of additional bud-
get if required. However, 
compensation and reset-
tlement issues are yet 
to be addressed, raising 
concerns among the local 
population of the govern-
ment’s inability to fulfil 
its promises.

According to the De-
tailed Project Report of 
the hydropower project, 
a five-member land ac-
quisition fixation com-
mittee will be formed 
under the chairmanship 
of the Chief District Of-

ficer and will comprise 
of a land revenue officer, 
project chief and other 
representatives. The re-
port instructs authori-
ties to compensate the 
affected families once the 
construction work of the 
project begins.

The DPR states that 
629,000 trees of 114 
community forests, 13 
leasehold forests and 
four national forests 
have to be cut down for 
the project.

The total cost of the 
project is estimated at 
around Rs160 billion, ex-
cluding taxes and other 
financial costs, and it will 
take six years to build 
the dam and other struc-
tures.

The Asian Develop-
ment Bank has come on 
board and pledged to in-
vest Rs60 billion on the 
project. The government 
is holding consultations 
with potential domestic 
and international inves-
tors to manage the re-
maining funds, according 

to the Ministry of Energy, 
Water Resources and Ir-
rigation.

According to the fea-
sibility study of the Dudh 
Koshi Storage Hydroelec-
tric Project, a main un-
derground powerhouse 
near the Sunkoshi River 
with four units generat-
ing 150 megawatts each 
and a small 35 megawatt 
hydro unit near the toe of 
the dam should be con-
structed for the project.

The Dudh Koshi 
reservoir project will 
produce 3,443 GWh an-
nually, more than the 
expected annual output 
of 3,383 GWh from the 
proposed Budhi Ganda-
ki scheme. The dam will 
be located on the Dudh 
Koshi river in a gorge 
nearly one kilome-
tre downstream of the 
confluence of the Dudh 
Koshi River and the 
Thotne Khola. The main 
dam will have a height 
of 220 metres and hold 
back 1,581 cubic mega-
metres of water.

Interfaith marriage: HC quashes 
FIR, says adult woman has 
right to live as she wishes

Mizoram reports five new 
COVID-19 cases; tally 4,204

No night curfew in Bengal on New Year's eve

Allahabad, Dec 28 
(PTI): The Allahabad 
High Court has quashed 
an FIR lodged against a 
Muslim man over a mar-
riage with a Hindu wom-
an, ruling that she had a 
right to live her life on 
her own terms.

Upholding the inter-
faith marriage in a case 
from Uttar Pradesh's 
Etah district, a bench 
of Justice Pankaj Naqvi 
and Vivek Agarwal said 
the woman is an adult 
according to her high 
school certificate.

It said the woman, 
Shikha, has the right to 
live life according to her 
own wishes and terms 
and she has expressed 
her desire to stay with 
her husband. The bench 
said she is free to do so.

The judgment was 
delivered on December 
18 on a habeas corpus 
petition.

The Kotwali Dehat 
police in Etah district had 
registered a case in Sep-
tember against the man, 
Salman alias Karan, under 
section 366 of the Indian 
Penal Code, which deals 
with inducing or abduct-
ing a woman to compel 
her into marriage.

On December 7, 
Etah's Chief Judicial Mag-
istrate ordered that Shi-
kha should be handed 
over to the child welfare 
committee. The com-
mittee then sent her to 
her parents the next day 
against her wishes.

The high court said 
the Chief Judicial Magis-
trate's order and action 

of the child welfare com-
mittee did not follow le-
gal provisions.

Shikha was produced 
before the high court on 
its directions.

The court said that 
according to the high 
school certificate, her 
date of birth is October 4, 
1999 and she is an adult.

The matter came up 
before the high court 
against the backdrop of 
a flurry of cases regis-
tered by the UP Police 
under the state's new 
ordinance which punish-
es forcible or fraudulent 
religious conversions, 
including those involving 
marriages.

The Etah case, how-
ever, was registered be-
fore the new law came 
into being.

Kolkata, Dec 31 (PTI): 
Night curfew will not be 
imposed in West Ben-
gal on New Year's eve as 
the situation is not that 
adverse, a senior official 
has said.

The state govern-
ment, however, will take 
all precautionary mea-
sures to prevent large 
gatherings on the occa-
sion, he said.

The current situa-
tion is not conducive to 
imposing a night curfew, 
Chief Secretary Alapan 
Bandyopadhyay said.

"New Year celebra-
tions are organised at a 
few places in West Ben-
gal. If people abide by 
the COVID-19 safety 
protocols and coop-
erate with the police 

and administration, 
large gatherings can 
be avoided," he said on 
Wednesday.

The Ministry of Home 
Affairs has permitted 
states and union territo-
ries to impose local re-
strictions such as night 
curfew, if necessary, to 
prevent the spread of 
COVID-19.

With a UK return-
ee testing positive for 
the mutant coronavirus 
strain in Kolkata, the 
chief secretary cautioned 
people and urged them 
to wear masks and main-
tain physical distancing.

"People must cooper-
ate with the administra-
tion and the police. There 
will be special assistance 
booths at places like 

Park Street and Victoria 
Memorial where a large 
turnout is expected," he 
said.

The Kolkata Police 
has taken measures to 
ensure that all COVID-19 
safety protocols are ad-
hered to and large gath-
erings on New Year's eve 
are prevented, as per the 
Calcutta High Court's or-
der to check a spike in 
infections.

Security has been 
beefed up in and around 
the metropolis to avoid 
any untoward incident.

The high court had on 
Tuesday asked the state 
government to ensure 
that effective COVID-19 
safety protocols are 
maintained during the 
year-end festivities.

SUMMIT REPORT
GANGTOK, 31 Dec: 

The grand finale of 
state-level singing 

competition in junior cate-
gory was held here at Man-
an Kendra on Wednesday. 
The event was organised 
by Rising Music Produc-

tion in collaboration with 
United Christian Welfare 
Society of Sikkim. 

The finale had Advi-
sor to State Bank of Sik-
kim, Mohan Rai as the 
chief guest.

Top seven contes-
tants of the competition 

and other contestants 
received certificates, me-
mentos and cash prizes. 
The programme wit-
nessed the felicitation of 
reputed singers, Minora 
Lepcha from Kalimpong 
and Jennifer Lepcha from 
West Sikkim.

Kolkata, 31 Dec [NDTV]: Two prop-
erties of Trinamool Youth Congress 
general secretary Vinay Mishra in Kol-
kata were searched by the Central Bu-
reau of Investigation on Thursday in 
connection with an ongoing probe into 
a cow smuggling racket in Bengal.

At the Rash Behari Avenue apart-
ment, the search went on for almost 
seven hours, with the CBI team finally 
leaving the premises around 3 pm.

Mr Mishra, however, is not traceable 
and, according to sources, the CBI has 
issued a lookout notice for him.

Mr Mishra is the first person linked 
to the Trinamool Congress to be raided 
by the CBI in the cross-border cattle smug-
gling racket, believed to involve thousands 
of crores of rupees. The BJP has been accus-
ing key Trinamool leaders of being linked to 
cattle smuggling and coal theft.

The raids come days after Md 
Enamul Haque, a resident of Bengal's 

Murshidabad district and the alleged 
kingpin of the cattle smuggling racket 
from Bengal to Bangladesh was sent to 
judicial custody on December 11. He 
was arrested from Delhi in November.

The CBI had on November 5 carried 
out searches at five locations in the me-
tropolis in connection with the case in 
which two Border Security Force (BSF) 
officials were also arrested.

The CBI on Thursday also searched 
the homes of two businessmen at Kon-
nagar, on Kolkata's northern fringe, as 
part of another ongoing probe into the 
coal theft racket. The alleged kingpin of 
the racket, one Anup Majhi also known 
as Lala, is also missing.

The agency's preliminary enquiry 
had found that cattle smuggling was 
rampant along the India-Bangladesh 
border and is allegedly aided by some 
corrupt officers of the BSF and customs, 
the Press Trust of India reported. 

SUMMIT REPORT
Gyalshing, 31 Dec: 

Tamu Lochar celebra-
tion organized by 

the Gurung community 
of Upper Bermiok under 
Gyalshing Bermiok con-
stituency in West Sikkim 
concluded today. The 

festival was organized 
by Golden Sheep Club of 
upper Bermiok. Tradi-
tional food stalls, finals 
of five-a-side football 
tournament, rural sport-
ing activities and cultural 
programmes were the at-
tractions of the day.

RUDRA KAUSHIK
Gyalshing, 31 Dec: 

The final match of 
Men's Open Winter 

Volleyball Tournament 
2020 was played on Thurs-
day here at Rinchen Cho-
ling monastery premises 
(Megi Dara) under Bermiok 
Gyalshing constituency in 
West Sikkim. The tourna-
ment, organized by Megi 
Dara United Society, had 
commenced on 21 Dec and 
saw the participation of 20 
teams from Sikkim.

In the final match 

played on Thursday, Ka-
luk Veterans defeated 
Hathidhunga Sporting 
Club. The winner and 
runners up teams were 
presented trophies and 
cash prizes.

On the day, the orga-
nizing committee felici-
tated various individuals 
for their contribution in 
different fields of society.

Agriculture Minister, 
Loknath Sharma attend-
ed the event as chief 
guest along with other 
dignitaries. 

Kohima, Dec 30 (PTI): 
The blaze that erupted 
in the scenic Dzukou 
range in Kohima district 
is under control and 
subsiding naturally, of-
ficials said on Wednes-
day.

Indian Air Force 
choppers, however, 
would be used on Thurs-
day to completely douse 
the fire, they said.

The Dzukou range, a 
tourists' favourite in Na-
galand, had caught fire 
on Tuesday afternoon.

OSD of Nagaland 
State Disaster Manage-
ment Authority, Johnny 
Raungmei, said person-
nel from the SDRF, po-
lice and Assam Rifles 
have also been requisi-
tioned to help put out the 
blaze.

Aizawl, Dec 31 (PTI): 
Five more people, includ-
ing two Border Security 
Force personnel, tested 
positive for COVID-19 in 
Mizoram on Thursday, 
taking the tally in the 
state to 4,204, a health 
department official said.

Of the fresh cases, 
three were reported 
from Aizawl district and 
two from Lunglei.

Four new patients 
have travel history 
and one was detected 
during contact tracing, 
the official said, adding 

that they were asymp-
tomatic.

Mizoram now has 
105 active cases, while 
4,091 people have recov-
ered from the disease so 
far and eight died.

The recovery rate 
among coronavirus pa-
tients in the state cur-
rently stands at 97.37 
per cent.

The northeastern 
state has so far conduct-
ed 1,79,594 sample tests 
for COVID-19 with a pos-
itivity rate of 2.34 per 
cent.
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Suspect Secularism of 
Communal Agencies

There is a big problem with 
how things have been

The Centre, after clearing the decks to criminalise 
Triple Talaq, something which was an accepted 

even if problematic cultural practice thus far, went 
ahead and ended the Haj subsidy made available to 
Muslims undertaking their most important pilgrimage 
and after more humiliation was heaped on the state 
of J&K, has its satraps go after what only their twisted 
minds can see as Love Jihad. Triple Talaq was a prob-
lematic practice and undoubtedly needed to be ended, 
but it also goes without saying that the nation needs to 
understand what secular actually means. So, in isola-
tion, some of these initiatives might even appear inno-
cent on surface, even reform-oriented, but take these in 
the context of the present times, and they get exposed 
for their disgustingly malicious intent.

The reform aspect claimed for the ban on Triple Ta-
laq reeked of hypocrisy because while other faiths and 
their cultural aspects are being increasingly policed 
and, worryingly, criminalised, the saffron brigade’s 
brand of Hinduism is being allowed to encroach every-
where unhindered. Where a law, say the one requiring 
interfaith marriages to get a babu’s sanction if they 
include conversion, does not include the word Love 
Jihad anywhere in its drafting or accompanying noti-
fications, the fact that the conspiracy has been whis-
pered and screamed ad nauseam by netas of a particu-
lar camp makes it obvious what is being imposed. And 
that is problematic for several reasons – for one, in its 
implementation, it is already exclusive to members of 
a particular faith, and second because it really serves 
no additional purpose beyond excessive bullying since 
forced religious conversions, in fact, forced anything, 
by cheating or lure or intimidation is already illegal. 
The new obsession worked into law is also impracti-
cal since it just adds one more complicated layer and 
task on the plate of a police force which is already poor-
ly-trained, under-staffed, little trusted, inexcusably feu-
dal and easily manipulated to handle a social situation 
which requires nuance, one of the other virtues lacking 
in the khaki.

No individual should be brought to a situation 
where she has to choose between her love and her 
faith, and no individual forced make personal decisions 
of faith because of economic considerations. And these 
aspects have already been addressed in the plethora of 
existing rules and laws. All that the new law on inter-
faith marriages being adopted by BJP States is achiev-
ing is attempting to criminalise [and by extension vil-
lianising] a community which has already been pushed 
to the corner and is now being forced to bend the knee. 
Because we have allowed jingoism to warp our priori-
ties and fan our fears, an abomination is being created 
where none exists.

What we are left with now is a situation where while 
the weight of the law and prejudiced processes are be-
ing brought down on males of a minority faith, without 
even a wicked wink, laws to keep murderous husbands 
and in-laws of another faith are being loosened even 
though the problem of dowry and dowry-deaths have 
not yet been contained. The wickedness and brazen 
communalism and sexism of such moves cannot be ig-
nored. Then there is also the problem of inconsistent 
commitment to reform which nothing but plain bully-
ing. So, while Islam is being “reformed”, the rest of the 
nation is forced to accept Hindutva, again through 
the whip of the law. Citizens, irrespective of their re-
ligious beliefs or cultural practices, are expected to 
accept the Cow as mother and suffer regimes where 
people can be killed on even suspicion of wanting to eat 
beef. Christians can be arrested en masse for preach-
ing, which a part of their religious process, but Hin-
duisation of even remote parts can be celebrated as 
nation-building. 

The problem is not with laws in themselves, it is 
in the evil which infuses the intention powering it. 
What cannot be ignored is that while these distrac-
tions keep the bloodlust so strong that we see only 
enemies, a nation of more than one billion with most 
of its wealth in the pockets of a tiny sliver and the 
rest lined up in its service, is seeing policy and gov-
ernance being manipulated to exclusively serve the 
already privileged. While we were shuddering at the 
thought of corona jihad or seeing an anti-national 
in Shaheen Bagh Dadi, a Farm Bill which no farm-
er wants has been slipped in and a Parliamentary 
session, which, even if it cannot do anything anymore 
about anything but at least discuss on record, has been 
called off in the name of Covid, sure-shot elections [for 
some sections] are being forced through. The section 
which should benefit the most from our country’s laws 
and served most earnestly by our institutions are being 
cast away and policed. 

The term secular has been mischievously interpret-
ed for far too long in our country and now it is head-
ing into a dangerous direction, making it the right time 
to nudge it towards the right meaning. Let us become 
secular in the truest sense of the world where religion 
carries no weight when it comes to affairs of the gov-
ernment or public policies. There was an innocent time 
when governments saw being secular as being equal-
ly respectful/ celebratory of all faiths, but since this is 
subjective, governance is being selectively expressed 
and enforced, we need to arrive at a state where gov-
ernment becomes faith-blind. Then there will be no 
more appeasement, but more importantly, no more 
victimisation either.

Oxford COVID Vaccine Authorised in the UK – Global 
Health Expert on Why This is a Key moment

New Year’s Resolution Tips for 2021: Focus 
on getting to the end of COVID-19

MICHAEL HEAD
theconversation.com

The UK has become the first country to authorise 
the Oxford-AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine for 

public use, with roll-out to start in the first week of 
2021. This vaccine is the second to be authorised 
in the UK – following the Pfizer vaccine.

The British government has ordered 100 mil-
lion doses of the Oxford vaccine, enough to vac-
cinate 50 million people. Other countries will be 
watching closely: Australia has ordered over 50 
million doses, Canada 20 million, and worldwide 
over 2.5 billion doses have been preordered. Astra-
Zeneca expects to be able to supply large numbers 
of doses within the first quarter of 2021.

Notably, British people will receive two full 
doses of the vaccine, which in trials prevented 
people from falling ill with COVID-19 62% of 
the time. This is despite trials initially suggest-
ing that an alternative dosing strategy – using 
half a dose followed by a full dose – could be 
much more effective, preventing illness with 90% 
efficacy.

What is the significance of the Oxford vaccine 
now being available? The Conversation asked Mi-
chael Head, an expert in global health at the Uni-
versity of Southampton, some key questions about 
why its authorisation is important.

WHY IS THIS VACCINE NEEDED?
The least merry Christmas in recent memory 

has at least had the silver lining of a highly effective 
vaccine – Pfizer’s – being available and licensed 
for use in the UK. But despite the brilliance of this 
magic bullet, there are limiting factors – particular-
ly around the scale of production required to meet 
demand.

The multi-country demand for the Pfizer vac-
cine is akin to a highly intense hour where the local 
supermarket has just released some new delivery 
slots during lockdown, and you’re racing to get the 
order booked before any of your neighbours no-
tice. Everyone wants to get in first to ensure deliv-
ery of that last pack of toilet roll – or in this case, 
that next batch of vaccines.

The difficult logistics of storing and transport-
ing the Pfizer vaccine at ultra-low temperatures 

are also restricting the speed of the national vac-
cine roll-out.

So we need multiple vaccine candidates to get 
anywhere near meeting demand, and we need 
them fast. Having the Oxford vaccine available 
could be seriously helpful for accelerating cover-
age – particularly as in the UK, priority has shifted 
to getting a first vaccine dose to as many people as 
possible.

However, there are still gaps in our knowledge, 
for example around the effectiveness of this vac-
cine in the elderly, and also whether leaving a lon-
ger gap between the doses increases overall effec-
tiveness, as has been suggested.

HOW IS THIS VACCINE DIFFERENT?
The three leading vaccines all deliver part of 

the coronavirus’s genetic material into the body’s 
cells, leading the cells to produce copies of part of 
the virus – the spike protein – that the body can 
then mount an immune response against. The Ox-
ford vaccine makes this delivery using an adenovi-
rus vector, whereas vaccines from Pfizer and Mod-
erna use an mRNA platform.

Data published previously indicated an overall 
efficacy of 62% if two doses of the Oxford vaccine 
are given, which is lower than the 94% of Moder-
na’s vaccine and 95% of Pfizer’s. But it was thought 
that administering a small dose first up and then 
a full second dose could be more effective. Using 
this dosing strategy, limited data from the phase 3 
trial indicated an efficacy in younger populations 
of around 90%.

However, the UK Medicines and Healthcare 
Products Regulatory Agency has said the results of 
this half-dose full-dose regimen were “not borne 
out by full analysis” when it conducted its review, 
so further investigation of this regimen will be 
needed.

But the UK’s Commission on Human Medicines 
is now suggesting that one dose gives 70% protec-
tion after 21 days, and that a second dose poten-
tially increases effectiveness to around 80% – but 
that the second dose needs to be given 12 weeks 
after the first. However, the data showing this has 
yet to be released.

As has been documented, the Oxford vaccine 
only needs to be kept at a chilled temperature, 

whereas Pfizer’s requires -75°C storage and Mod-
erna’s to be kept at around -20°C. This would 
make it easier for all countries to manage and 
distribute, but particularly for low- and mid-
dle-income nations. Across sub-Saharan Africa 
or South-east Asia, healthcare colleagues are 
very adept at taking vaccines to hard-to-reach 
populations but simply don’t have existing infra-
structure to ensure ultra-low temperatures can be 
maintained.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE WORLD?
At US$2-3 per shot, the cost per dose of the 

Oxford vaccine is much cheaper than the other 
leading vaccines, making it a potential long-term 
option for governments when the world is past 
the point of spending whatever it takes to get the 
coronavirus under control. Global orders for this 
vaccine far outstrip those for the others.

The Oxford vaccine is being manufactured in 
Europe and also in large numbers in India, and 
is part of the COVAX initiative – led by Gavi, the 
Vaccine Alliance – so it may be the first west-
ern-developed vaccine that is rolled out in large 
numbers in low- and middle-income countries at 
some point in 2021.

However, it will be interesting to see how 
vaccines developed by Russia and China are dis-
tributed internationally. China has provided huge 
amounts of investment for healthcare assistance 
across the African continent, with the balance of 
altruism or opportunism being unclear.

While we’d love to see this global public health 
problem treated purely as a public health prob-
lem, we may well see vaccines being used as cap-
ital to develop new or reaffirm existing political 
relationships. Certain vaccines may be favoured 
ahead of others in some parts of the world due to 
political influence.

Global vaccine roll-out will be incredibly com-
plex, with a variety of factors inevitably contribut-
ing to the extent of its success. To know the impact 
of the Oxford vaccine, we’ll have to wait and see. 
However, amid the intense doom and gloom of 
2020, having multiple effective vaccine candidates 
available bodes well for 2021.

[the writer is Senior Research Fellow in 
Global Health, University of Southampton]

KATHERINE ARBUTHNOTT
theconversation.com

Welcoming the new year may feel 
a bit different this year, given 

the challenges of 2020 and the inabil-
ity to celebrate together.

For many people, the yearly date 
change — adding one more year to 
life’s tally — puts a greater focus on 
long-term goals than busy lives usu-
ally allow. For many, this leads to the 
tradition of New Year’s resolutions, 
a chance to consider our progress 
on becoming the “ideal self” many 
people hope to achieve by the end of 
their days.

Even with the knowledge that the 
focus will shift back to the short-term 
demands of day-to-day by mid-Jan-
uary, it is valuable to consider those 
longer-term aspirations, if for no oth-
er reason than for people to remind 
themselves that there’s more to them 
than the harried exhausted person 
who, at the end of the day, wants 
nothing more than to get into their 
PJs and play a video game, binge-
watch a favourite TV serial, or read a 
current novel.

But this year, thinking about the 
long-term is much more difficult. The 
pandemic has given us all a different 
experience of time. The pandemic 
has not only served as a visceral re-
minder that something unexpected 
can land in our well-envisioned path, 

halting all progress. It has also made 
the path beyond the pandemic un-
clear.

As many pundits are noting, a 
“return to normal” — meaning life 
exactly as it was before COVID-19 
entered our vocabulary — is highly 
unlikely. The future has become less 
predictable, which also means that 
setting long-term goals is much more 
difficult. It’s hard to imagine an ideal 
self without knowing what that self 
will be experiencing.

SHORT-TERM GOALS
As a psychologist, I think resolu-

tions for 2021 should be much more 
short-term than usual. It is proba-
bly challenging enough to figure out 
what’s needed to make it through the 
months until everyone is vaccinated 
and can start to make their way back 
into a more social world.

You might be thinking that this 
hardly seems like a good use of once-
a-year resolutions, but even though 
these goals will be very short-term, 
this is valuable given that public 
health leaders are warning that these 
particular months are likely to be 
the hardest of the pandemic. So even 
though these goals will likely only be 
needed for a few months, they can be 
vital for determining our state when 
the pandemic comes to an end.

Living through several months of 
pandemic uncertainty and restric-
tions has likely given many people 

a pretty good idea of which personal 
vulnerabilities this constrained life 
chafes against. Some people may be 
struggling to keep their emotional bal-
ance. For others, the absence of friends 
and even casual acquaintances may 
be driving them mad. Others might be 
panting to get back to the gym.

These personal points of pain can 
give people some idea of what reso-
lutions they might make. Addressing 
those specific points may help enable 
people to care for themselves well 
enough to arrive at the pandemic’s 
end with some semblance of good 
physical and mental health.

Reviewing the advice that men-
tal health professionals gave at the 
beginning of the pandemic may be 
helpful in figuring out your specific 
short-term resolutions to deal with 
personal challenges. Or you, like 
many others, might have discovered 
the healing properties of nature 
during this time, as documented in 
a preprint (not yet peer reviewed) 
study. If so, your resolutions could 
be about making sure you continue 
those activities and visiting your fa-
vourite nature spots during these 
winter months. My own resolution, 
for instance, is to spend at least five 
minutes each day appreciating the 
birds in my yard, which never fails to 
lift my spirits.

PANDEMIC LESSONS
For those who can’t resist think-

ing about long-term goals, despite 
the uncertainty that this pandemic 
year has introduced into the world, 
you could review what you’ve 
learned during the pandemic. Long-
term resolutions could be based on 
consideration of three things:

1. What do I want to keep from 
changes I made to cope with the pan-
demic?

2. What do I want to reclaim 
from the pre-pandemic time?

3. How would I “build back 
better” if I were in charge of the 
world or my neighbourhood?

Each of these things will require 
some long-term goal focus, and can 
help you imagine a new ideal self for 
the post-pandemic times.

Like Christmas 2020, New Year’s 
2021 is likely to be unique in many 
people’s memories. Many people 
have gone out of their way to make 
these moments as tolerable as pos-
sible, given the circumstances, but 
these new ways to commemorate the 
holidays are unlikely to become tra-
ditions, or things people will want to 
repeat in subsequent years.

Approaching 2021 resolutions by 
harvesting any bright spots or trea-
sures that have revealed themselves 
during this unusual time may help 
illuminate a new path to follow once 
the pandemic has ended.

[the writer is Professor of 
Psychology, University of Regina]
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History tells how people act in pandemics – 
selfishly, but also with surprising altruism

Assam reports 3 more COVID deaths, 76 fresh cases

Be ready for ILP stir in 
Nagaland: CoMSO

SHILLONG, Dec 30 
[ShillongTimes]: The 
Confederation of Megha-
laya Social Organisation 
(CoMSO) chose the 158th 
death anniversary of leg-
endary freedom fighter, 
U Kiang Nangbah to reit-
erate its demand for the 
implementation of In-
ner-Line Permit (ILP) in 
the State.

The British-era 
ILP is in force in four 
north-eastern states – 
Arunachal Pradesh, Ma-
nipur, Mizoram and Na-
galand.

A few thousand mem-
bers of pressure groups 
comprising CoMSO took 
to the streets on Wednes-
day shouting “No ILP, no 
rest” as they marched 
from Shillong Polytech-
nic to Motphran carrying 
torches and waving flags.

As the crowd at Mot-
phran swelled, CoMSO 
secretary Roy Kumar 
Synrem said: “U Kiang 
Nangbah was a free-
dom fighter of the Hyn-
niewtrep people hailing 
from Jaintia Hills. By car-
rying out this torch rally 
on his death anniversary, 
we wanted to convey our 
displeasure to the Cen-
tral government that is 
adamant on our demand 

for ILP.” He recalled 
Union Home Minister 
Amit Shah’s recent state-
ment that Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi gave Ma-
nipur ILP as a gift even 
though the state did not 
ask for it.

“We want to ask the 
NDA government why it 
has adopted a step-moth-
erly attitude towards the 
people of Meghalaya,” 
Synrem said.

“We have been asking 
for ILP for a long time 
and the state Assembly 
had unanimously passed 

a resolution, more than 
once, to impress upon 
the Centre for imple-
menting ILP in Megha-
laya,” he added.

Synrem said the torch 
rally has set the stage 
for CoMSO to launch the 
pro-ILP movement on a 
larger scale in 2021. The 
CoMSO asked the state 
government to expedite 
the process of setting up 
entry-exit points in other 
parts of the state.

Leaders of constitu-
ent groups such as KSU 
and Federation of Khasi 

Jaintia and Garo People 
(FKJGP) warned of an ag-
itation if more such points 
are not set up soon. “We 
need entry-exit points in 
Jaintia Hills and Garo Hills 
fast,” FKJGP president 
Wellbirth Rani said.

Biangbor Paliar, 
vice-president of KSU’s 
Central Executive Coun-
cil said the government 
should come out with 
laws to protect the inter-
est of the indigenous mi-
norities of Meghalaya.

KSU president Lam-
bokstarwell Marngar 

slammed the govern-
ment for going slow on 
the Harijan Colony issue.

“We are demand-
ing ILP, not a separate 
flag or constitution. We 
also want some political 
will to resolve the Har-
ijan Colony conflict (in 
2018),” he said.

The city adminis-
tration had arranged 
adequate security and 
deployment of officials 
during the rally. CoMSO 
members had pitched in 
to manage the traffic and 
the crowd at Motphran.

What does Nepal’s Vice President do? Nothing
VIEWPOINT

TIKA R PRADHAN
Kathmandu, 31 Dec [Kath-
manduPost]: Over the past few 
weeks, the country has been 
endlessly debating KP Sharma 
Oli’s decision to dissolve the 
House of Representatives and 
President Bidya Devi Bhandari’s 
promptitude to approve it and 
whether the move is constitu-
tional, whether the Speaker can 
revive the house, whether the 
House will be restored by the 
Supreme Court, and whether 
the declared elections will take 
place if the Supreme Court en-
dorses the government's move.

Oli’s move of dissolving the 
House has raised some serious 
questions and dragged all the 
branches of a democratic gov-
ernment—the judiciary, the ex-
ecutive and the legislature—as 
well as the Office of the Presi-
dent into a highly-charged de-
bate.

But there is one office, which 
is also envisioned by the consti-
tution, that has failed to draw 
anyone’s attention. And many 
wonder why this office was in-
stituted and what exactly it does.

It is the Office of the Vice 
President.

The last time Vice President 
Nanda Bahadur Pun got a men-
tion in the media was on Tues-
day when he extended greetings 
on the occasion of Tamu Lhosar, 
days after he extended similar 
greetings on Christmas Day.

Experts and political party 
leaders say it is not clear why 
exactly the drafters of the con-
stitution decided to create the 
Vice President position when 
the country transitioned into a 
federal republic in 2008.

“As a matter of fact, the Vice 
President in Nepal barely has 
any role in the current consti-
tutional set-up,” said Chandra 
Kanta Gyawali, who specialises 
in constitutional law.

Article 67 of the Constitution 
of Nepal 2015 says: There shall 
be a Vice-president of Nepal.”

Its Clause 2 says the 
Vice-President shall perform 
the duties of the President until 
a new President is elected in the 
case when the President ceases to 
hold office due to reasons other 
than when the President is absent 
or the term of office has expired.

But Nepal’s Vice President so 
far has not got a single opportu-
nity to perform any duty.

Even the country’s first Vice 
President Paramananda Jha had 
raised his concerns from the 
public forums about not having 
any role.

Jha was elected to the sec-
ond highest office in the country 
along with the country's first 
President Ram Baran Yadav in 
2008.

“I had repeatedly talked 
about my role when I was the 
Vice President so as to convince 
leaders that they should pro-
vision some role for the Vice 
President in the constitution,” 
Jha told the Post over the phone. 
“I don’t know how the new Vice 
President feels about it.”

The drafters of the 2015 
constitution may have taken in-
spiration from the Indian con-
stitution, which has envisioned 
a Vice President.

But the Indian constitution 
has defined a role for the Vice 
President.

Articles 64 and 89 (1) of the 
Constitution of India states that 
the Vice President of India shall 
be ex officio chairman of the 
Council of States or Rajya Sabha.

The Office of the Vice President 
is considered one of the unique 
features of the Indian constitution, 
as there is no exact parallel in the 
countries of other democratic con-
stitutions of the world.

The only constitution, among 
the important democracies of 
the world, which provisions 
such an office is that of the Unit-
ed States of America. But the 
United States has a presidential 
system of government and not a 
parliamentary one.

Nepal’s parliamentary sys-
tem is analogous to that of India 
and the United Kingdom, but the 
latter is a monarchy.

In India, the Vice President 
has a dual role to perform—as 
the second head of the executive 
and as the presiding officer of 
the upper house of Parliament.

“Lawmakers and legal ex-
perts had suggested that the 
drafters of the constitution 
should envision some role for 
the Vice President—chairper-
son of the National Assembly,” 
Gaywali told the Post. “But our 

suggestions were ignored.”
After Jha, Pun was elected 

the Vice President in October 
2015. Then again in 2018, he 
was re-elected to the post along 
with Bidya Devi Bhandari as the 
President—both representing 
the then Maoist Centre and then 
CPN-UML.

“The Vice President’s main 
role is to protect the constitu-
tion. He is obviously not satis-
fied with having no role to play 
as such but that’s how the con-
stitution has defined his role,” 
said Manoj Gharti Magar, press 
coordinator for Vice President 
Pun. “Yes, we have heard about 
some discussion about expand-
ing the Vice President’s role.”

When discussions to for-
mulate the Higher Education 
Bill were taking place at the 
Education Ministry, there were 
suggestions for making the Vice 
President the chancellor of some 
selected universities, changing 
the existing provision of prime 
minister being the chancellor.

During the tenure of the first 
Constituent Assembly (from 
2008 to 2012), a task force was 
formed under the constitution 
drafting committee led by top 
leaders including Agni Kharel, 
Radheshyam Adhikary, Sapana 
Malla, Laxman Lal Karna and 
Khimlal Devkota.

“The task force had sug-
gested that the Vice President 
should be made the chairperson 
of the upper house, but leaders 
ignored the suggestion,” said 
Devkota, a senior advocate and 
one of the members of the com-
mittee. “The only job of our Vice 
President has been to attend 
functions organised by some 
foreign missions during their re-
spective national days.”

Devkota, who is also the cen-
tral member of the Nepal Com-
munist Party, said if the Office of 
the Vice President is to be kept, 
the constitution must provide 
proper responsibilities for the 
Vice President.

Though the constitution says 
the Vice President performs the du-
ties of the President in the latter’s 
absence, no such opportunity has 
ever come for the Office of the Vice 
President in the last 12 years.

According to sources at the 
Office of the Vice President, the 

President has travelled about half 
a dozen times since October 2015, 
but not even once has the Vice Pres-
ident got any responsibility.

“Even a bill endorsed by the 
federal parliament some three 
years ago when the President 
was on a foreign visit was de-
layed until she returned,” said an 
official who did not wish to be 
named. “I think they [the Pres-
ident and the prime minister] 
don’t want the Vice President to 
work.”

Some say the Office of the 
Vice President in Nepal literal-
ly has no job to do but the state 
continues to spend money from 
its coffers on the institution.

Former Vice President Jha 
shared his experience in the of-
fice, saying his job was just to 
look at Sheetal Niwas.

“There was just this feeling 
that there was something, which 
actually meant nothing, when 
the President was abroad,” Jha 
told the Post. “Even when the 
President goes abroad, the gov-
ernment authorities do not trust 
the Vice President.”

According to Jha, if the con-
stitution has elected someone to 
the second highest position, it 
must provide some responsibil-
ities to that person.

“It doesn’t look good that the 
second highest ranking person 
has no job and the state has to 
spend resources on that per-
son,” said Jha. “I had once even 
said publicly that the Office of 
the Vice President should be 
scrapped.”

Karna, who was a member of 
a task force to provide sugges-
tions to the constitution drafting 
committee, said leaders refused 
to have a provision of making 
the Vice President the chair of 
the upper house.

According to Karna, the lead-
ers believed that it would be too 
small a position for the Vice Pres-
ident if he or she were asked to 
preside over the upper house.

“I believe the person who 
holds that office must be feel-
ing humiliated,” said Karna. 
“We need to start a debate 
whether we need such an office 
and if it is needed, the current 
provisions must be changed so 
as to provide some role for the 
office holder.”

UTEEYO DASGUPTA

London, 31 Dec [theGuardian]: Pan-
demics usher in death, uncertainty and 
restrictions and lockdowns. They also 
provide an ideal laboratory for econ-
omists to study behavior under con-
straints. Strange as it may seem, our 
behavior today is little different than it 
was 355 years ago.

In a recent article published in the 
Economic Inquiry, Chandan Jha, Sudip-
ta Sarangi and I dug into the descrip-
tions of the 1665 English plague in Dan-
iel Defoe’s book, A Journal of the Plague 
Year, which although not published un-
til 1722 is believed to be based on first-
hand accounts from the time. We found 
that although institutions have evolved, 
medical science has improved and the 
internet has fundamentally changed 
the ways we communicate, our core 
responses to acute constraints remain 
unmistakably familiar.

Artificial shortages and panic buy-
ing, for example, are rampant during 
pandemics. In his account, Defoe not-
ed an acute shortage of horses for hire 
even though people were hardly travel-
ing, as well as frequent food shortages 
due to sellers’ stockpiling efforts. Fast 
forward to current times and the media 
is rife with reports of overpriced face 
masks, sanitizers and groceries, along 
with the curious case of the vanishing 
toilet rolls that magically reappear at 
local convenience stores for higher 
prices.

Economics can predict this behavior. 
As the Nobel prize-winning economist 
Gary Becker pointed out, one needs 
to think in terms of costs and benefits 
faced by the potential law-breaker to 
predict unlawful behavior. The benefits 
of engaging in artificial shortages and 
consequent price-gouging activities are 
higher during a pandemic; the costs, 
that of being detected and punished, 
are either the same or possibly lower 
during times of such chaos. The impli-
cations are unmistakable: opportunis-
tic trading increases during pandemics.

When it comes to opportunism 
and fleecing the meek, pandemic con-
straints also allow quackery to flourish. 
While Defoe recorded a rise of charla-
tans and religious healers during the 
plague of the 17th century, our respons-
es have not been much different in the 
21st century. The Economist magazine 
writes about vendors hawking colloidal 
silver and “holistic” practitioners pan-

dering oil of oregano and “Spirit Dust” 
as panacea for Covid 19.

Fear of the disease along with a 
missing antidote leads to increased de-
mand for miraculous cures. Economic 
models of herding behavior suggest 
ways in which such irrational behavior 
can flourish. Another Nobel prize-win-
ning economist, Abhijit Banerjee, noted 
that even if one does not have clear in-
formation about the quality of a prod-
uct, observing other people purchasing 
it can often propel people to ignore 
their own information and follow oth-
ers, leading to a case of the blind lead-
ing the blind. Because waiting for more 
efficacious remedies may have dire 
consequences, especially during a pan-
demic, we are prepared to get on the 
bandwagon more readily.

What we learn from economic be-
havior during a pandemic, however, 
need not always be dismal. In fact, pan-
demics often bring about charitable 
and altruistic behavior. As the “father” 
of behavioral economics, Adam Smith, 
noted in 1790: “How selfish soever 
man may be supposed, there are evi-
dently some principles in his nature, 
which interest him in the fortune of 
others, and render their happiness nec-
essary to him, though he derives noth-
ing from it except the pleasure of seeing 
it.” Recent models of human behavior 
proposed by the prominent economist 
Ernst Fehr have purposely introduced 
altruism, the warm glow of giving, and 
other moral motives to allow for richer 
predictions of human behavior.

Defoe observed that villagers who 
remained untouched by the plague reg-
ularly left food for infected city-dwell-
ers. Here and now, I read about nurses 
in overcrowded hospitals playing mu-
sical instruments after a grueling day’s 
work to help Covid patients relax, the 
prominent opera singer singing from 
her balcony to uplift her neighbors, 
strangers buying groceries for the el-
derly to shield them from the expo-
sure, as well as sharp increases in the 
number of food banks and volunteers 
to facilitate food donation in local com-
munities.

Perhaps pandemics act as a reality 
check reminding us of the ephemeral 
and vulnerable nature of our existence, 
the ultimate constraint that we each 
face –allowing us to discover that our 
inner-most instincts are more about 
cooperation and giving, and less about 
competition and grabbing.

Guwahati, Dec 30 
(PTI): Assam's COVID-19 
death toll increased to 
1,043 with three more 
persons succumb-
ing to the disease on 
Wednesday, while 76 
new positive cases took 
the tally to 2,16,139, 
Health and Family Welfare 
Minister Himanta Biswa 
Sarma said.

He said that 115 pa-
tients recovered from 
coronavirus infection 

and were discharged 
from hospitals of the 
state, taking the total 
number of cured people 
to 2,11,835.

Assam currently 
has 3,258 active cases 
while three patients 
have migrated out of 
the state.

"Sad to share the 
demise of two #COVID 
patients today......Condo-
lences and Prayers", the 
minister tweeted.

The three persons 
who died were all senior 
citizens and hailed from 
Cachar, Kamrup Metro-
politan and Nalbari dis-
tricts.

Sarma said that the 
new cases were detected 
out of 25,498 tests con-
ducted during the day 
with a positivity rate of 
0.30 per cent.

The total number of 
tests conducted in the 
state so far is 59,33,893.
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Farewell 2020, Sport's Bizarro Year of 
Fear, Decay and Positive Distraction

BARNEY RONAY
London, 31 Dec [theGuard-
ian]: It was the worst of times. 
And in between it was also – just 
to be clear – the worst of times 
all over again. Farewell 2020. No 
need to write. Don’t, as they say, 
let the door hit your arse on the 
way out.

The lamps went out across 
the sporting world in the second 
week of March. In the months 
since they have flickered back 
on, emergency generators fired 
up, an ersatz version of reality 
winched into place, with its tin-
ny fanfare and digitised cheers. 
Beneath this dressing the year 
in sport has been much like the 
year everywhere else.

One of the functions of sport 
is to hold a mirror up to the 
world. In that sense 2020 did 
deliver, dishing up a wretched 
narrative of micro-decay and 
macro-collapse, of rancour, fear 
and unceasing anxiety.

This was also a year when 
sport was revealed in its base 
elements. First as a gaudy ir-
relevance to the urgency of real 
life; then as both distraction 
and consolation; and finally, at 
times, as a source of hope, a sign 
of species resistance. Through 
all this there was the feeling of 
a tipping point being reached. 
Sport without fans raised an 
awkward question nobody has 
really wanted to face in the past 
few decades of wild televised 
growth.

The founding dynamic of 
spectator sport, the importance 
of real-life humans, has been 
chipped away at and downgrad-
ed. At the elite level football fans 
are less and less key to the busi-
ness model with every passing 
year. The empty-stadium spec-
tacle of the past year has thrown 
this into dramatic relief. Big 
Sport, and Big Football in par-
ticular, has rolled on, servicing 
its broadcast contracts, thrilling 
its robot audience, refereed by 
television, fanned out across the 
entire multi-platform weekend. 
Lines have been crossed and 
ground conceded. How much of 
it will we get back when this is 
over?

Rewind to the start of the 
year and it is worth remem-
bering that even in those brief 
pre-pandemic months the world 
was already on fire. Literally so 
in Australia where Big Bash and 
Shield cricket matches were in-
terrupted in January by bush-
fires that spanned an area of 
New South Wales three times 
the size of Yorkshire. “This is a 
challenge on two metrics: visi-
bility and breathing,” a Cricket 
Australia spokesperson noted. 
And to be fair, those are both im-
portant metrics.

In February the Kansas 
City Chiefs won the Super 
Bowl thanks to a sensation-
al fourth-quarter comeback, a 
turnaround that felt, at the time, 
like the big sporting collapse 
story of the year. At the end of 
that month Australia staged 
a hugely successful Women’s 
T20 cricket World Cup, a re-
cord crowd for a women’s event 
cramming itself into the MCG to 
see the hosts take the title and 
confirm that Australian team as 
one of the great sporting jugger-
nauts of the age. At which point, 
enter: the bizarro world.

Talk of a new flu-like bug 
had swirled vaguely in the back-
ground since December. Shots 
of masked people had flickered 
across the news channels. Most 
things don’t happen. This one 
did. And in this disaster movie 
version of 2020, sport was right 
there in the opening scenes, the 
barking dog at the screen door, 
bellwether of impending col-
lapse.

In an odd twist, the first vis-
ible sign of the gathering wave 
was Mikel Arteta’s positive test 
on 12 March: cap on a genuine-
ly strange year for Arteta, which 
veered through FA Cup winner, 
candidate for the sack and in 
between a kind of Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand of sport’s Covid 
meltdown. Like the duke, Arte-
ta was of course a plaything of 
wider forces. The following day 
the Premier League and Football 
League were suspended. Within 
a week schools were shut, the 
skies empty and Europe had en-
tered the dead zone.

For more than two months, 
sport was simply an absence. 
For a while discussion of its re-
turn was scoffed at, dismissed 
as reckless or inappropriate – 
an attitude that grew in part out 
of the government’s own policy 
shifts.

When the history of the UK’s 
Covid-19 response is written we 
will perhaps get to the bottom of 
how far the government intend-
ed to pursue the idea of herd 
immunity, allowing the virus to 
“run through” the population, 
as voiced by the prime minister 
himself in one of his bizarrely 
mannered and incoherent TV 
appearances.

Sport will be at the centre 
of that. Those who were pres-
ent at Anfield on 11 March as 
Liverpool hosted Atlético Ma-
drid felt the strangeness of this 
situation, as 5,000 Spanish citi-
zens arrived from a place where 
schools were already closed to 
drink and eat, and work, in an 
unmasked, entirely unprepared 
English city. In the end it was the 
Premier League and EFL who 
took the lead, calling off their 
own events in defiance of official 
guidance. And so we entered the 
age of cancellation.

In mid-March Euro 2020 
was postponed and replaced 
by another event also called 
Euro 2020, which will – keep 
up – take place in 2021, thereby 
enabling a significant saving on 
stationery, coasters and tempo-
rary signage. There are some 
small mercies here. No single 
host will bear the vast costs of 
a rescheduling. But it is also a 
wretched end to a wretched-
ly bodged version of Europe’s 
showpiece tournament.

The Tokyo Olympics hung 
on a bit longer before giving in. 
Olympic rescheduling is likely to 
cost an extra £2bn, an absurdi-
ty in its own right. If ever proof 
were required that this mobile 
sporting city-state has become 
ludicrously bloated, here it is.

Meanwhile other things kept 
not happening. Amateur sport 
was gutted, filleted, desiccated 
and reduced to a peculiar dance 
around torturous and often un-
workable restrictions on public 
gathering. More than a hundred 
men’s and women’s amateur 
football leagues were cancelled. 

Large numbers of volunteer, 
community and informal sports 
activities were scrubbed and 
in some cases rubbed out for 
good. An unquantifiable num-
ber of people of all ages who 
might have taken a first step into 
sport or physical activity were 
stopped from doing so. Jobs and 
careers were furloughed, can-
celled or interrupted.

Into this sporting vacuum 
an unintended consequence in-
truded, powered by a self-own-
ing intervention from the health 
secretary Matthew Hancock.

On 2 April, Hancock sug-
gested footballers should help 
fund the financial protection 
of their own industry and em-
ployers. A couple of days later, 
in a more bizarre intervention, 
he also suggested footballers 
should fund hospices. Hancock’s 
clumsy attempts at misdirec-
tion and finger-pointing were 
another source of fuel for some-
thing new, the rise of the activist 
sportsperson.

Marcus Rashford was al-
ready involved with the Fare-
Share charity, helping the 
campaign to deliver meals to 
children in Greater Manchester 
who were missing out because 
of lockdown. By mid-June Rash-
ford was writing an open letter 
to the UK government about 
child poverty, and changing 
public policy in the process as 
the following day school meal 
provision was extended into the 
summer holidays.

Elsewhere, sports people 
had already begun to find their 
voices. US sport was the stage 
for strikes and protests early 
in the year in the wake of some 
high-profile cases of police bru-
tality. Donald Trump, a loser in 
November, dismissed the NBA 
as “a political organisation”. His 
deputy, Mike Pence, had already 
suggested pro basketball was 
in league with Chinese commu-
nism. Confinement and hard-
ship sharpened this process.

Sport has not been silent, 
from footballers speaking out 
about discrimination, to Lew-
is Hamilton’s discovery of his 
own powerful political platform. 
Some will point to Hamilton’s 
tax exile status, his highfalutin 
lifestyle. But politics doesn’t 
only belong to the disadvan-
taged, just as the idea of “keep-
ing politics out of sport” has 
always been a nonsense. Silent 
acceptance of the status quo is 
also political. Sports industries 
that enrich the top end and leave 
the bottom to struggle are polit-
ical. A lack of fair representation 
is political, whether you protest 
against it or silently acquiesce. 
The accompanying discourse, 
the friction over this intrusion is 
also valuable. Sport is providing 
a service here, and more power 
to it.

Back to the calendar, and 
as the world started to move 
again sport was there hammer-
ing at the gates. Elite football 
did something amazing in mid-
summer, reconstructing itself 
inside a biosecure bubble as 
a purely televisual spectacle. 
Borussia Dortmund’s Erling 
Braut Haaland scored the first 
goal of football’s plague-age, 
then celebrated by the corner 
flag in an amusing pastiche of 
social distancing.

In England, Project Restart 
– aka Project No Refunds – saw 
off the naysayers of Project Sab-
otage. The Premier League and 
EFL relaunched with startling 
efficiency in June. Liverpool got 
to complete their annihilation 
of the field, completing a first 
league title this century to the 
sound of distant fireworks.

In the Euro-bubble, Bayern 
Munich won the Champions 
League, making it three trophies 
in his first eight months for Han-
si Flick. Elsewhere Hamilton 
won his first race of the Covid-
world season on 12 July in 
Styria, start of an extraordinary 
run that sealed another title and 
his place as one of the greatest 
drivers of all time.

Tennis, a game of travel, ho-
tels and constant churn, was 
almost entirely derailed but 
recovered enough for Novak 
Djokovic to dominate one side of 
the tour, and for Iga Swiatek to 
follow Sofia Kenin in winning a 
first grand slam this year. Serena 
Williams’s pursuit of Margaret 
Court’s all-time 24 grand slam 
titles was strangled by events. 
Williams will be 40 next year. 
Don’t bet against her.

Cricket fell apart for a while. 
Tours, series and a men’s World 
T20 were postponed. The entire 
English season seemed close 
to collapse, but pulled itself to-
gether admirably. The biosecure 
Indian Premier League became 
the centrepiece of the year, the 
final in Dubai drawing a TV au-
dience of 200 million people, 
and giving the sport a glimpse of 
its own recentred future.

Boxing flourished, given a 
huge boost in February by Ty-
son Fury’s wonderfully skilful 
defeat of Deontay Wilder, then 
driven on by its own freelance 
flexibility and the entrepreneur-
ial spirit of its fighters and pro-
moters. Oddly enough, at a time 
when health and safety in sport 
has become paramount, when 
concerns about head injuries 
are promising a major restyling 
of team sports, the grand old 
business of punching people in 
the head until they black out is 
absolutely thriving.

For now we roll on into a 
new year when sport will re-
turn with a breathless calendar, 
an industry trying to catch up 
with itself. There are things that 
need to be fixed. Player welfare, 
fatigue and mental exhaustion 
are likely to become even more 
major concerns.

Like every industry, sport 
has its share of opportunists and 
disaster capitalists. Football’s 
authorities have already begun 
to shunt forward some dramat-
ic plans for altering the game. 
Women’s sport has been hit 
disproportionately hard by cut-
backs. Participation, grassroots 
and the physical connection to 
actual live sport will, as ever, be 
marginalised.

The Christmas and new year 
weekends would normally have 
seen around a million people 
travelling to watch sport in the 
UK alone. For now we have been 
reduced by circumstance to con-
sumers, passive receivers of a 
televised product. The year to 
come will see a return to some 
version of the old normal. How 
that has changed in the interim 
remains to be seen.

Arise Sir Lewis: Hamilton given 
knighthood in new year honours list
SEAN INGLE
London, 31 Dec 
[theGuardian]: A 
stunning 12 months for 
Lewis Hamilton on and 
off the track, which in-
cluded equalling Michael 
Schumacher’s record 
of seven Formula One 
titles and becoming an 
increasingly powerful 
voice for diversity in his 
sport, has ended with a 
knighthood in the new 
year honours list. The 
35-year-old becomes the 
fourth F1 driver to be 
knighted after two fellow 
Britons, Sir Stirling Moss 
and Sir Jackie Stewart, 
and Australia’s Sir Jack 
Brabham.

There had been a 
question mark over 
whether Hamilton, who 
also surpassed Schum-
acher’s record of grand 
prix victories in 2020, 
would be knighted given 
he lives in the tax haven 
of Monaco. But it was 
reported that the prime 
minister, Boris Johnson, 
had personally inter-
vened to ensure Hamil-
ton would be rewarded 
for his sporting achieve-
ments.

It was confirmed on 
Wednesday that Hamil-
ton, who in September 
also set up a commission 
to analyse the lack of di-
versity in motor racing, 
had been recognised 
through the “diplomatic 
and overseas” list rather 
than the domestic list to 
avoid controversy over 

his tax returns.
Hamilton was con-

gratulated by Stefano Do-
menicali, the new CEO of 
F1, who praised him as a 
“true giant of our sport”.

“His influence is huge 
both in and out of a car,” 
he added. “What he has 
achieved is phenomenal 
with still more to come. 
All of us at Formula 1 
congratulate him on this 
well-deserved recogni-
tion of his achievements 
and look forward to see-
ing more of his brilliance 
in 2021.”

The Exeter director 
of rugby, Rob Baxter, was 
awarded an OBE, mean-
while, and the team’s 
captain, Joe Simmonds, 
an MBE after the Chiefs 
won the Premiership 
title and the European 
Champions Cup. There 
were also MBEs for Jim-
my Greaves, the former 
Tottenham and England 
striker, and the former 
Wolves midfielder Ron 
Flowers, who become the 
last surviving members 
of England’s 1966 World 
Cup-winning squad to be 
honoured.

In women’s football 
Gill Coultard, the first to 
win 100 senior England 
football caps, received an 
MBE – a gong that was 
also given to Great Brit-
ain’s Billie Jean King Cup 
tennis captain Anne Keo-
thavong.

The former Leeds 
Rhino scrum-half Rob 
Burrow, who has motor 

neurone disease, was 
also granted and MBE in 
recognition of services to 
his sport and in raising 
MND awareness during 
the coronavirus pan-
demic. His former team-
mate, the Leeds director 
of rugby Kevin Sinfield, 
ran seven marathons in 
seven days to raise funds 
for the MND Association 
on Burrow’s behalf, with 
the total now more than 
£2.5m.

Burrow said “2020 
has taught us all to ap-
preciate the gifts we have 
and it is my honour and 
privilege to accept this 
award on behalf of all the 
MND community”, and 
added: “I hope it gives 
people hope that we are 
not ignored and the drive 
for more research and 
support to end MND will 
not stop.”

Bob Champion, who 
won the 1981 Grand Na-
tional on Aldaniti after 
recovering from cancer, 
has been awarded a CBE 
for his charitable work at 
the Bob Champion Can-
cer Trust.

Matt Hampson, who 
was paralysed from the 
neck down during a 
training session with the 
England Under-21 rug-
by union team in 2005, 
has been given an OBE 
for services to charity. 
Matchroom chairman 
Barry Hearn was given 
the same award for ser-
vices to sport after a 40-
year career.

Liverpool end year on top, 
but clinical edge is missing

NEWCASTLE, 31 Dec 
(Reuters): Liverpool 
will end the year top of 
the Premier League and 
after all the defensive in-
jury problems they have 
suffered that is no mean 
feat. But Juergen Klopp’s 
side need to rediscover 
their clinical edge fast.

For the second time 
in a four days Liverpool 
had the opportunity to 
extend their lead to five 
points but fired blanks in 
a 0-0 draw at struggling 
Newcastle United on 
Wednesday.

On Sunday they con-
ceded a late equaliser 
to draw 1-1 at home to 
West Bromwich Albion 
while earlier this month 
they were also held to a 
draw by Fulham.

With Brighton & Hove 
Albion also denying Juer-
gen Klopp’s champions 
victory, they have now 
dropped eight points 
against sides in the bot-
tom six in the table.

It is not what has 
come to be expected 
from a Liverpool side 
that churned out victo-
ries for fun last season 
even when not firing 
on all cylinders -- vir-

tually wrapping up the 
title by the time the Pre-
mier League went into a 
three-month shutdown 
in March because of the 
coronavirus pandemic.

Against Newcastle 
they enjoyed 73% pos-
session but the deadly 
trio of Mohamed Salah, 
Sadio Mane and Roberto 
Firmino were unsually 
profligate in front of goal.

All three missed 
chances they usually 
convert in their sleep and 
Liverpool’s final pass of-
ten lacked precision.

Having said all that, 
however, Liverpool end 
an unprecedented year 
three points clear of 
Manchester United who 
have a game in hand -- a 
position Klopp will be 
satisfied with after los-
ing key central defenders 
Virgil van Dijk and Joe 
Gomez to season-ending 
injuries early in the cam-
paign.

Even before a ball 
was kicked, Klopp knew 
that Liverpool would be 
pushed harder to retain 
their title than they were 
last season when they 
won it by 18 points.

And in a campaign 

full of quirky results, the 
fact his side have suf-
fered only one loss in 16 
games speaks volumes 
for the mental toughness 
in the squad.

“The last thing I’m 
thinking about is our po-
sition in the table at the 
moment. It’s nice but it 
doesn’t mean anything,” 
Klopp said.

“We drew tonight and 
we are still top of the 
table so that just shows 
how difficult the season 
is for everybody. When 
life gives you lemons, 
make lemonade.

“We have to keep go-
ing, next game, South-
ampton, Aston Villa, Man 
United and that’s good we 
know about our respon-
sibility. We didn’t get the 
result we wanted but it’s 
not the worst thing in the 
world, there are worse 
things happening.”

With Joe Matip also 
struggling due to injury, 
Klopp will no doubt be 
looking for reinforce-
ments in the January 
sales.

And while his side 
have not clicked into top 
gear, they remain very 
much the team to beat.
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Hong Kong activist Jimmy Lai 
returned to jail until at least Feb

Taipei, 31 Dec [theGuard-
ian]: The Hong Kong me-
dia mogul and pro-de-
mocracy activist Jimmy 
Lai has been returned 
to jail after the city’s 
highest court ruled in 
favour of prosecutors’ re-
quest for leave to appeal 
against his already highly 
restrictive bail order.

The decision will 
keep the 76-year-old in 
jail until at least Febru-
ary, even though he has 
not been accused of a 
violent crime and is not 
considered a flight risk.

Lai was initially jailed 
on 3 December, and was 
released to house arrest 
by the high court 20 days 
later on HK$10m bail 
(£960,000). He was or-
dered not to speak pub-
licly or use social media.

Hong Kong’s justice 
department sought leave 
to appeal against the de-
cision at the time but was 
refused by the high court 
and so took its case di-
rectly to the court of final 
appeal (CFA), local media 
reported.

On Thursday a pan-
el of three CFA judges 
including the outgoing 
chief justice, Geoffrey 
Ma, sided with the prose-
cutors and remanded Lai 
until the next scheduled 
court hearing on 1 Feb-
ruary, when they could 
hear the appeal.

According to local 
media, the ruling centred 
on interpretations of ar-

ticle 42 in the national 
security law, which re-
moves the presumption 
of bail for defendants. 
The article states: “No 
bail shall be granted to 
a criminal suspect or de-
fendant unless the judge 
has sufficient grounds 
for believing that the 
criminal suspect or de-
fendant will not continue 
to commit acts endanger-
ing national security.”

The CFA made no rul-
ing on the law, only that 
it would hear the justice 
department’s case and 
return Lai to the status 
quo, jailed on remand, in 
the meantime.

Lai is facing trial for 
alleged foreign collu-
sion under the national 

security law, as well as 
fraud and protest-relat-
ed charges. The national 
security charges centre 
on comments he made 
in interviews to foreign 
media and on Twitter in 
opposition to the Hong 
Kong and Chinese gov-
ernments’ crackdown 
on the pro-democracy 
movement.

The fraud charges 
– also laid against two 
Next Digital Media ex-
ecutives – were based 
on accusations that the 
trio breached land-lease 
terms by misusing Next 
Digital’s office space in 
Tseung Kwan O for other 
purposes.

After 20 days on re-
mand the high court 

found Lai’s defence had 
merits and it did not con-
sider him to be a flight 
risk under the extra re-
strictions. The judge, 
Alex Lee, also said the 
comments for which Lai 
was being charged with 
foreign collusion ap-
peared to him to simply 
be comments and criti-
cisms.

Lee’s ruling angered 
prosecutors and Chi-
nese state media, which 
labelled it “inconceivable” 
and suggested the central 
government take over the 
jurisdiction of the case 
and have Lai transferred 
to the mainland.

“Lai is notorious and 
extremely dangerous, 
yet he became the first 

suspect to be granted 
bail after being arrested 
for violating the nation-
al security law, which is 
inconceivable,” said an 
editorial in the People’s 
Daily, a state mouthpiece. 
“After the implementa-
tion of the national secu-
rity law in Hong Kong, if 
people like Lai who stir 
up trouble in Hong Kong 
can be bailed out, who 
else wouldn’t be?”

Police have arrested 
more than 30 people un-
der the national security 
law introduced in late 
June, mostly for nonvi-
olent political crimes. 
Four people have been 
charged. Of these, Lai 
was the only one to have 
been granted bail.

Indonesian fisherman finds drone 
submarine on possible covert mission

Djakarta, 31 Dec [theGuard-
ian]: An Indonesian fisherman has 
found what experts say is likely 
to be a Chinese submarine drone 
in waters on a strategic maritime 
route from the South China Sea to 
Australia.

According to Indonesian media 
the unmanned underwater vehicle 
(UUV) was found on 20 December 
near Selayar Island in South Su-
lawesi. Six days later it was hand-
ed to police and then transferred 
to the Indonesian military.

Military observers have said 
the drone appears to be a Chinese 
Sea Wing (or Haiyi) UUV. The un-
derwater glider was developed 
by the Shenyang institute of auto-
mation at the Chinese Academy of 
Sciences, and is publicly described 
as collecting data including seawa-
ter temperature, salinity, turbidity 
and oxygen levels. Information on 
currents and movement direction 
are transmitted in real time.

The Chinese central govern-
ment has not commented.

According to the military-fo-
cused outlet Naval News, UUV data 
can be extremely valuable to naval 
planners, in particular for subma-
rine operations: “The better a navy 
knows the waters, the better it is 
able to hide its submarines.”

China has been accused of ex-
pansionist activities in the disput-
ed South China Sea and has con-
ducted widespread oceanographic 
research in regions believed to be 
militarily significant. In 2019 Chi-
na conducted ocean surveys to the 

north of Papua New Guinea, where 
the US and Australia operate a 
joint naval base on Manus Island, 
and in March this year near Christ-
mas Island, an Australian territory 
north-west of the main continent. 
Submarines are known to regular-
ly transit in the area, the ABC re-
ported at the time.

An Indonesian security analyst, 
Muhammad Fauzan, told the ABC 
the drone was most likely mapping 
future submarine routes, given it 
was found far from Chinese waters 
and in a significant maritime route 
between China and Australia’s 
northernmost city of Darwin.

Fauzan said there were signif-
icant questions around whether 
the drone, if a Chinese instrument, 
was being used for intelligence 
gathering or illegal surveying.

“It is at least the third time that 
such a drone, which I and many 
people including experts believe 
was a Chinese-made underwater 
drone, [has been] found in Indone-
sian territorial waters,” he said.

“But perhaps this latest discov-
ery is a more significant one be-
cause first, it is reported that the 
drone is still active when the fish-
ermanmen found it. They said that 
the drone was still moving and the 
light was still blinking and the for-
ward sensors were still working. 
And this is the first time we have 
heard that the military publicly say 
that they have secured the drone 
and are conducting a full investiga-
tion of the drone which, according 
to the latest report, is currently be-

ing carried out in the second fleet 
headquarters of the Indonesian 
navy in Surabaya.”

A different variant of the Sea 
Wing UUV was discovered by In-
donesian fishermans in March 
2019 in the Riau Islands nearer 
the South China Sea, and another 
in January this year in East Java. 
In December 2016 a Chinese navy 
ship found and seized a US under-
water drone in international wa-
ters near its coastline that the US 
navy was in the process of recov-
ering.

“The Chinese navy ship ASR-
510, a Dalang III-class ship, ap-
proached within 500 yards of the 
[US ship] Bowditch, launched a 
small boat, and seized the UUV,” 
the Pentagon said in a statement at 
the time.

The UUV was only returned af-
ter the incident escalated.

Non-electric mechanicals and 
low energy consumption mean 
the drones can be used for months 
or even years, according to Chi-
nese state media. A report said 
UUVs had been tested and used 
in the East China Sea, South Chi-
na Sea, Indian Ocean and Pacific 
Ocean. The Sea Wings had spent 
more than 6,400 days at sea, ob-
served more than 160,000km and 
reached depths of 7,076 metres in 
the Mariana trench.

In February 2020 China’s min-
istry of natural resources said 
China had deployed 12 Sea Wing 
UUVs in the Indian Ocean for sci-
entific research.

Pandemic made my last year in 
office the hardest: Angela Merkel

Berlin, 31 Dec [Reu-
ters]: Angela Merkel 
said in her last New 
Year's address to the na-
tion as German chancel-
lor that 2020 was by far 
the most difficult of her 
15-year leadership, yet 
the start of vaccinations 
against COVID-19 made 
2021 a year of hope.

In a rare show of 
emotion, Merkel, who 
steered Germany and the 
European Union through 
the 2008 financial cri-
sis, the Greek debt cri-
sis a year later and the 
migrant crisis five years 
ago, condemned a pro-
test movement opposed 
to lockdowns and said 
she would get vaccinated 
when the shot is widely 
available.

"Let me tell you 
something personal 
in conclusion: in nine 
months a parliamentary 
election will take place 
and I won't be running 
again," said Merkel, 66. 
"Today is therefore in all 
likelihood the last time I 
am able to deliver a New 
Year's address to you."

She added: "I think 
I am not exaggerating 
when I say: never in the 
last 15 years have we 

found the old year so 
heavy and never have we, 
despite all the worries 
and some scepticism, 
looked forward to the 
new one with so much 
hope."

Her message will res-
onate with most people 
in a country struggling 
with a rise in coronavi-
rus infections and deaths 
and where a majority 
support lockdown mea-
sures and vaccination as 
the best weapons against 
the virus.

Praise for Merkel, a 
trained physicist whose 
management of the pan-
demic has been guid-
ed by scientific advice, 
for having tamed the 
first wave has however 
turned to criticism of her 
perceived failure to tack-
le the second.

Europe's biggest 
economy holds an elec-
tion in September and 
Merkel, whose conserva-
tives are expected to win 
most seats in parliament, 
will most likely hand 
over the baton to one of 
three men vying to lead 
her Christian Democratic 
Union (CDU) party.

"I can only imagine 
how bitter it must feel 

for those mourning loved 
ones lost to corona or 
who are having to fight 
against the repercus-
sions of an illness when 
the virus is disputed and 
denied by some hopeless 
individuals," said Merkel.

"Conspiracy theories 
are not only false and 
dangerous, they are also 
cynical and cruel," she 
added. "I will also get 
vaccinated when my turn 
comes."

Merkel's fourth and 
last term was marked by 
discontent within con-
servatives after losses in 
regional elections which 
many blamed on her de-
cision to welcome more 
than one million asylum 
seekers in 2015.

The setbacks at re-
gional polls in 2018, in 
which conservatives lost 
voters to both the far-right 
Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) and the ecologist 
Greens, prompted her not 
to seek a fifth term.

Should coali-
tion-building after the 
September election drag 
on beyond December, 
Merkel will remain as 
caretaker chancellor in 
2022 until a new govern-
ment is in place.

Saudi Arabia launches air raids in 
Sanaa after deadly Aden blasts

Doha, 31 Dec [alJa-
zeera]: The Saudi-UAE 
coalition fighting Houthi 
rebels in Yemen has re-
portedly carried out air 
raids in parts of the capi-
tal, Sanaa, hours after ex-
plosions struck the main 
airport in the southern 
city of Aden killing at 
least 26 people.

The coalition 
launched the air attacks 
overnight on Sanaa In-
ternational Airport, and 
two Houthi sites in Rima 
Hamid in Sanhan district 
and Wadi Rjam in Bani 
Hashish district situated 
in southern Sanaa, ac-
cording to Houthi-run Al 
Masirah TV.

No casualties have 
been reported so far.

“There are more than 
eight raids that have 
been carried out,” Al Ja-
zeera’s Mohammed Al 
Attab, reporting from Sa-
naa, confirmed.

António Guterres, the 
UN chief, condemned 
the “deplorable” deadly 
attack on Aden airport, 
which came moments 
after a plane carrying 
members of a newly 

formed Saudi-backed 
unity cabinet landed.

Hours after the at-
tack, a second explosion 
was heard around Aden’s 
Maasheq presidential 
palace where the cabi-
net members including 
Yemen’s Prime Minister 
Maeen Abdulmalik, as 
well as the Saudi am-
bassador to Yemen, Mo-
hammed Said al-Jaber, 
had been taken to safety, 
residents and local me-
dia said. Two Interna-
tional Committee of the 
Red Cross staff members 
were also killed in the 
attack and one was miss-
ing, ICRC said in a state-
ment.

Prime Minister Ab-
dulmalik said all mem-
bers of the cabinet were 
“fine”. He dubbed the 
attacks as “treacherous” 
and “cowardly”.

No group claimed re-
sponsibility for the dead-
ly attack. The Houthis, 
who are aligned with 
Iran, denied they were 
behind the attack.

The Saudi-led co-
alition later said it 
had downed an explo-

sive-laden Houthi drone 
that was targeting the 
presidential palace.

The new unity cab-
inet pushed by Riyadh 
was aimed at uniting the 
internationally-backed 
government of President 
Abd-Rabbu Mansour 
Hadi with southern sep-
aratists (Southern Tran-
sitional Council or STC), 
who are backed by the 
UAE.

The two groups are 
the main Yemeni factions 
in a southern-based, Sau-
di-backed alliance fight-
ing the Houthis who con-
trol the north, including 
the capital, Sanaa.

The southern port 
city of Aden has been 
mired in violence be-
cause of a rift between 
the UAE-backed separat-
ists and Hadi’s govern-
ment.

The STC, which seeks 
independence for south 
Yemen, declared self-rule 
in Aden in April, trigger-
ing clashes and compli-
cating United Nations 
efforts to forge a per-
manent ceasefire in the 
overall conflict. 

UN-AU mission 
in Sudan’s 
Darfur ends 
mandate after 
13 years
Darfur, 31 Dec: A joint 
United Nations and Afri-
can Union peacekeeping 
mission (UNAMID) in 
Sudan’s troubled Darfur 
region will end on Thurs-
day, after more than 13 
years of operation.

The UNAMID in a 
statement on Wednesday 
said the Sudanese gov-
ernment will take the re-
sponsibility of providing 
security and services to 
citizens in the region.

 “As of 1 January 2021, 
UNAMID’s troops and po-
lice personnel will focus 
on providing security for 
the mission’s drawdown 
activities, personnel and 
assets,” the mission said.

“UNAMID will have 
a period of six months to 
undertake the drawdown, 
which will be conducted in 
a phased manner,” it said. 
Last week, the 15-mem-
ber Security Council 
unanimously adopted a 
resolution to terminates 
the mission, outlining a 
six-month phased pull-out 
of troops with a complete 
withdrawal by June 30.

The mission was de-
ployed in Darfur in 2007 
to end a bitter conflict 
that erupted in the west-
ern region in 2003 be-
tween government forc-
es and rebel groups.

According to the UN 
website of the peace-
keeping mission, there 
are currently some 4,000 
troops, 480 police advis-
ers, 1,631 police, 483 in-
ternational civilian staff 
and 945 national civilian 
staff on the ground.

Conflict spread in Su-
dan’s western Darfur 
region from 2003 after 
mostly non-Arab rebels 
rose up against Khar-
toum.  
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EtCETERA

COVID TIMELINE
2020SIKKIM

16 MAR
Sikkim SHUTS DOWN its borders.

05 MAY
FIRST BATCH of 
stranded Sikkimese 
RETURN. One group 
comprised mostly of 
students and health 
workers from Siliguri 
while another group 
comprised of students 
from Kota, Rajasthan. 

21 MAY
Sikkim gets its own COVID TESTING LAB - Viral Research and Diagnostics 
Lab inaugurated at STNM Hospital complex.

23 MAY
A 25-year-old man from South Sikkim is the FIRST COVID-19 CASE recorded 
in the state. He had arrived in Sikkim on 19 May from Delhi where he was tak-
ing coaching classes. He complained of fever on 21 May and was then admitted 
to STNM Hospital. He recovered and was discharged on 13 June. 

10 JUNE
6,332 Sikkimese 
had RETURNED 
to the state of the 
11, 831 who had 
registered in the 
COVID-19 portal. 
The evacuation 
process had start-
ed on 01 May.

21 JUNE
COVID-19 tally crosses 50. 26 JUNE

FIRST COVID-19 case recorded in NORTH SIKKIM 
with an ITBP personnel from Rangrang testing posi-
tive.02 JULY

COVID-19 tally crosses 100.
15 JULY

COVID-19 tally crosses 200.18 JULY
Confirmation arrives that COVID has spread in 
the RESIDENT POPULATION. An Agriculture 
Department employee who had attended a fu-
neral at Rangpo tests positive for COVID-19. 
Three village police personnel from Singtam 
Police Station also test positive.

20 JULY
COVID-19 tally crosses 300.

22 JULY
COVID-19 tally crosses 400.

26 JULY
COVID-19 tally crosses 500.

26 JULY
FIRST COVID-19 DEATH reported in the state. A 
67-year-old man from Rongli, East Sikkim, tested 
positive via Rapid Antigen Testing on 25 July and 
was admitted in STNM Hospital. He died on 26 July. 
The former teacher had comorbidities of hyper-
tension and diabetes. 

14 AUGUST
COVID-19 tally crosses 1000 with 149 new cas-
es, the HIGHEST RECORDED in a single day in the 
state. 143 of the new cases were Alkem Pharma-
ceutical employees.

27 AUGUST
COVID-19 tally crosses 1500.

18 SEPT
COVID claims first HEALTH WORKER - a 49-year-old As-
sistant Nursing Superintendent at STNM Hospital, Bas-
anti Sundas.

02 OCT
COVID-19 tally crosses 3000.

OCT
First COVID casualty from 

POLICE DEPARTMENT, Head 
Constable Deo Kr Rai. 

07 OCT
COVID death count crosses 50.

10 OCT
Sikkim opens for TOURISM. Pre-registration 
on Sikkim Tourism web portal, travel cards, 
registration of hotels with Sikkim Tourism 
and optional COVID negative certificate are 
some of the SOPs put in place.

03 NOV
COVID-19 tally crosses 4000.

23 NOV
COVID death count reaches 100.

01 DEC
COVID-19 tally crosses 5000.

31 DEC
TILL TODAY, Sikkim has recorded 5889 COVID-19 cases of which 
5139 patients have been discharged while 127 have succumbed 
to the virus. So far, East district has recorded the most number of 
cases i.e 4466, followed by South with 947 cases, West with 334 
and North with 48 cases of COVID-19. Of the total 5889 cases, 1725 
were admitted in Hospitals while the rest isolated at home and 
quarantine centres. Sikkim has conducted 68,828 tests so far.

The Covid crisis has 
shown how privatisation 
corrodes democracy

VIEWPOINT
CHIARI CORDELLI
London, 31 Dec [theGuardian]: While Britain hedges its 
bets on a mass vaccination programme and battles a new vari-
ant of coronavirus, daily life in New Zealand and Taiwan has 
been slowly returning to normal. There are numerous reasons 
these countries fared better during the pandemic, but one of 
the main reasons the UK has done so badly by comparison 
is the government’s decision to outsource huge swaths of its 
pandemic response to the private sector.

Ministers’ decision to outsource both testing and tracing, 
awarding contracts worth millions of pounds to companies 
such as Deloitte and Serco, has been a fiasco. These failings 
aren’t unique to Britain; in the Italian region of Lombardy, for 
example, 40% of all healthcare providers are privately owned. 
Because primary and preventive care are less profitable, the 
region suffers from a chronic under-provision of both. As a re-
sult, hospitals have been overburdened during the pandemic, 
while many wealthy Italians have turned to private clinics to 
pay for Covid-related care.

The pandemic has refuted a myth sold to us since the 
reigns of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan: that private 
firms are more effective at delivering services than lumber-
ing state bureaucracies. Over the past 40 years, governments 
have contracted out public services, from welfare benefits to 
prison management and public transport. Privatisation isn’t 
always wholesale; in the NHS, for example, the process has 
been slow and partial, with competitive tendering introduced 
in the 1980s, followed by the internal market in the 1990s.

Arguments against privatisation tend to focus on compa-
nies’ failure to deliver a good service. But there is a more in-
sidious problem at stake. Even when governments fall short 
of completely selling off public assets, there is a fundamen-
tal conflict between democratic values and the privatisa-
tion of public services. In large societies, peoples’ ability 
to democratically govern themselves relies on a function-
ing system of representation. Governments are elected to 
represent citizens, who should in turn be able to influence 
elected governments.

In a democracy, we want those delivering public services 
to make decisions in our name. When public services are out-
sourced, decisions are made by private companies (whether 
for-profit, or non-profit), rather than elected representatives. 
It’s doubtful whether the private sector can ever act in a genu-
inely representative capacity – after all, we don’t elect compa-
nies. Private firms aren’t the same as civil servants; they have 
their own goals to pursue, as well as fiduciary obligations to 
shareholders. Indeed, acting out of private interest often just 
means not acting in the name of a democratic public.

Governments often turn to private companies and in-
stitutions because they lack the capacity to perform certain 
functions themselves. When it transpired that management 
consultants were charging the government up to £6,250 a day 
to work on the UK’s Covid testing system, the Department of 
Health and Social Care said these consultants had “the spe-
cialist skills and experience we need”. But outsourcing doesn’t 
help this matter. If a state isn’t able to deliver services, then it 
probably won’t be able to properly regulate private contrac-
tors, either. The more services a government turns over to 
companies, the more people and resources it must marshal to 
monitor these myriad agreements.

That doesn’t happen. After all, privatisation is often part of 
cost-cutting drives, and slashing public budgets only makes it 
more difficult for governments to regulate contractors. People 
often argue that the issue with privatisation is that govern-
ments fail to ensure their contractors deliver. Yet it’s not the 
delivery or detail that’s the problem, but the very logic of pri-
vatisation itself: the more a government turns over its func-
tions to the market, the more it loses the capacity to do things 
itself and hold contractors accountable.

The result of this is often cronyism, as we’ve seen during the 
pandemic, with ministers awarding contracts for PPE and med-
ical supplies to companies that had links to the Conservative 
party but no substantive experience in this field. Even when it 
doesn’t result in venal corruption, though, privatisation upsets 
the distribution of political power in a democracy. The more gov-
ernments depend on private firms, the more those firms can urge 
politicians to enact policies that aren’t in citizens’ interests.

An equally important but less noticeable outcome is how 
this process makes the government invisible to its citizens. 
When Serco was awarded a contract to conduct Covid trac-
ing in the UK, for example, it then subcontracted the service 
to 29 other companies, outsourcing 85% of jobs. Amid such 
complex webs of different providers, the role of government 
becomes obscured. The end result is what has been called the 
“submerged state”. As more government spending is filtered 
through private companies, citizens no longer see it as gov-
ernment spending, and the state becomes hidden from view. If 
government is invisible, how can we expect people to trust the 
state, or be willing to support it through their taxes?

This not only creates confusion about who is responsible for what 
– it also produces civic apathy. When people don’t see their own govern-
ment as the main provider of the benefits they receive, they’re left with 
little reason to care about the point of government at all.

Democracy depends on elected representatives exercising 
political power in a transparent fashion. It depends on polit-
ical influence being distributed between citizens, rather than 
concentrated among private companies. And it depends upon 
a vigilant, politically engaged public who can see and care 
about the point of government. But privatisation corrodes all 
of these things, and diminishes peoples’ ability to democrati-
cally govern themselves

The threat of outsourcing public services isn’t just that 
it’s frequently more costly, more inefficient and less effective. 
It’s that it undermines the very possibility of democracy. For 
societies whose healthcare systems are privatised, or who 
outsourced large functions of their responses to Covid-19, 
the pandemic should be a moral and political reckoning. No 
part of this will be more critical than the slow, difficult job of 
reimagining what a democratic state, capable of acting in the 
name of the public, should look like. Nothing less than the fate 
of democracy depends upon it.


