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Cm inaugurates ‘agri cum livestock fair’ 2020
announCes addItIonal prICe support for farmers

summIt report
gangtok, 24 dec:

Chief Minister, PS Tamang 
inaugurated the month-long 

‘KrishiAvamPashuDhanMela 2020’ 
organised by Animal Husbandry 
and Veterinary Service Department, 
Government of Sikkim at Rangpo, East 
Sikkim,today. 

In his address, the Chief Minister 
announced incentives for farmers of 
the state in the form of additional price 
support of Rs. 20 per kg in cardamom, 
Rs. 10 per kg in ginger, Rs. 10 per kg in 
turmeric, Rs. 10 per kg in orange and 
Rs. 5 per kg in buckwheat.

Farmers who sell these 
crops through Farmer Producer 
Organisations and Multi-Purpose 
Cooperative Societies will be provided 
these incentives, he informed.

Regarding the Animal Husbandry 
sector, the Chief Minister informed that 
the State Government has approved the 
appointment of 41 Veterinary Officers 
and one Dairy Development Officer on 
temporary basis.

In his Facebook page, the CM wrote, 
“During the last few months, we were 
able to implement several schemes, 
especially in the field of agriculture, 
horticulture and animal husbandry.

I informed the gathering about 
the implementation of the scheme, 
particularly to promote and motivate 
our farmers and producers and 
transferred the incentives directly to 
them. This field is one of the lucrative 
and vital professions and can be a great 
source of employment. So to promote 

this among our younger generations, 
I apprised the public about adopting 
modern equipment and technologies. 
Similarly, I added that we look forward 
to having one model farm in each 
district for people to visit for learning 
and training purposes.”

The CM highlighted 
various schemes like the 
MukhyaMantriJeewanRakshaKosh 
and Skilled Youth Start-up Schemes, 

Sikkim Film Policy and others aimed 
towards the welfare of the people. “It 
was encouraging to see people involved 
in agriculture, horticulture and animal 
husbandry during my visit to several 
stalls,” he adds.

During the program, the CM 
distributed loan cheques to the farmers 
of East District and prizes to winners 
of online essay writing competition 
for students organised by Horticulture 

Department.
Letter of Appreciation was also 

presented to three employees of SNT 
division, Transport Department for 
their commendable service during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Earlier, the CM inaugurated the 
Check Post Office under the Transport 
Department at Rangpo, East Sikkim.

Agriculture Minister, L.N Sharma 
was also present at the program.

darjeeling toy train service will resume from Christmas
Kolkata, dec 24 (ptI): Much to the delight of tourists 
flocking to the hills in the festive season, joy rides of 
the famed toy train of Darjeeling Himalayan Railway 
(DHR) will resume from Christmas, a Northeast 
Frontier Railway (NFR) official said on Thursday.

Three daily joy ride services will be run between 
Darjeeling and Ghum stations from Friday, the NFR 
spokesman said from Maligaon.

“The West Bengal government has given 
permission for the resumption of joy ride services 
between Darjeeling and Ghum at present,” he said.

The number of services may be increased later 
depending on the demand of passengers, he said.

Resumption of services over the full 88-km length 
of the DHR between Darjeeling and New Jalpaiguri 
stations in the plains at Siliguri will be considered 
after necessary permission is accorded by the state 
government, the NFR official said.

The toy train services were stopped in March owing 
to a nationwide lockdown declared by the Central 
government in view of the COVID-19 pandemic.

CM’s greetings 
on Christmas 

summIt report
gangtok, 24 dec:

Chief Minister, PS Tamang has extended greetings 
to the people of Sikkim on the occasion of 

Christmas.
In his message, the CM has said that the true 

heart of Christmas is one of wonder and warmth 
and the ideals of Lord Jesus Christ shows us the 
way of truth and the way of life and may it continue 
to spread the message of love, affection, peace and 
harmony.

sikkim govt in favour 
of new farm laws

summIt report
gangtok, 24 dec:

Chief Minister, PS Tamang said today that he 
supports the new farm laws enacted by the Centre.
After addressing the Krishi Avam Pashudhan Mela 

here at Rangpo, this afternoon, the CM told media 
persons that the Government of Sikkim will support 
the new farm laws as it is beneficial for farmers of the 
state and country.

The new laws will help farmers to sell their 
products anywhere in the market, provide better MSP 
and create new opportunities to farmers, he stated.

The Chief Minister also informed that the 
Government has approved the proposal to appoint 
41 Veterinary Officers and one Dairy Development 
Officer on temporary basis. He added that these 
officials will have to work for at least three years in 
their place of posting. 

With 32 new cases, 
sikkim Covid  count 

reaches 5,664
summIt report
gangtok, 24 dec: 

Sikkim’s tally of confirmed cases of COVID-19 
reached 5,664 on Thursday with 32 fresh cases of 

novel coronavirus being reported in the last 24 hours. 
The number of active Covid cases in Sikkim has 

accordingly increased to 420, of whom three are 
currently in the ICU facility of the COVID-dedicated 
STNM Hospital. 

In the meanwhile, the number of discharged Covid 
patients has further improved to total 5,025.

In the daily health bulletin on Thursday, Health 
Department State IEC Officer, Sonam Gyaltsen Bhutia, 
informed that of the 32 new cases, 25 have been 
reported from East District, four from West District 
and three from South District. 

These 32 cases were picked up from the testing 
of 319 samples on Wednesday - 23 in RT-PCR testing 
of 206 samples and nine were in the rapid antigen 
testing of 101 samples.

The State IEC officer informs that three more 
inmates at the State Jail [Rongneck] have tested 
positive for COVID-19 and have been segregated. 
There are now 84 positive cases at the State Jail which 
had already been declared a Covid Care Centre and 
health-workers deputed there.

Likewise, four persons from Sichey, three from 
Tadong, two from Lower Shyari and one from Upper 
Shyari, one from Development Area, one from Tibet 
Road, one from Arithang, one from Bojoghari and one 
from Lingding have also tested positive for COVID-19. 

While a 49-year-old male from Daragaon-Tadong 
has tested positive, the authorities have not been 
able to contact him over phone and have urged him 
to immediately contact the concerned authorities on 
learning of this information.

Also among the new cases of novel coronavirus 
reported in East District are a person from the GREF 
Camp on JN Road at 8th Mile, two from Majhitar and 
one form Pachey. 

The sample of a person from Kabi, North District, 
tested in East District, was also found positive for 
COVID-19.

Similarly, four persons from 8th Mile-Gyalshing 
and one from Soreng in West District and one person 
from Sumbuk, one from Rabongla and one from 
Chisopani in South District were also found positive 
for COVID-19.

maharashtra announces license 
fee relief for hotels, restaurants

mumbai, 24 dec 
[ndtV]: In a major 
relief to the hospitality 
industry battered by the 
coronavirus pandemic, 
the Maharashtra 
government has 
announced a partial 
waiver of the excise 
license fee along with 
the roll-back of the 15 
per cent annual fee 
increase for the year 
2020.  
The Hotel and 
Restaurant Association 
of Western India 
(HRAWI) and 
the Federation of 
Hotel & Restaurant 
Associations of India 
(FHRAI) have welcomed 
the Maharashtra 
government’s decision. 
Hotels and restaurants 
had been badly hit 

during the lockdown 
and whatever hopes 
they had of cutting 
some of the losses 
during Christmas and 
New Year were also over 
after the government 
announced a night 
curfew from December 
22 to January 5, 2021. 
The government hopes 
this move will go a 
long way in restoring 
normalcy for the sector 
that has been hit badly 
due to the lockdown 
caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

“This is a major relief 
for the restaurants in 
the state and we thank 
the government for 
giving us the waiver on 
the excise license fee. 
The eight odd months of 
lockdown has wrecked 

almost every other 
player in the hospitality 
industry. An annual fee 
should be payable if 
a service is rendered 
for the entire year. 
The HRAWI had 
been contesting 
the applicability of 
the fee ever since 
restaurants were 
asked to remain 
closed during the 
lockdown. Also, the 
15 per cent increase 
in the annual fee at 
a time when hotels 
and restaurants 
remained shut was 
unfair,” Mr Sherry 
Bhatia,  President 
of the Hotel and 
Restaurant Association 
of Western India, said.

“Restaurants had 
not voluntarily closed 

business but were 
asked to do so, as per 
government orders 
during the lockdown. 
The government, 
especially our Hon’ble 
Chief Minister and 
Tourism Minister 
have been very 
receptive to our 
pleas throughout 
the crisis and we 
are relieved to hear 
the announcement. 
I  would be failing if 
I  did not thank Ms 
Valsa Nair Singh, 
Principal Secretary, 
Tourism and Excise, 
for making this 
possible,” Gurbaxish 
Singh Kohli, Vice 
President of the Federation 
of Hotel and Restaurant 
Associations of India 
(FHRAI) said.

12 new COVID-19 cases 
in Arunachal Pradesh

Itanagar, dec 24 (ptI): 
Twelve more people tested 
positive for COVID-19 
in Arunachal Pradesh, 
pushing the caseload 
in the northeastern 
state to 16,669, a health 
department official said 
on Thursday.

Of the fresh cases, 
four were reported from 
Tawang, two each from 
West Kameng and the 
Capital Complex region, one 
each case was also detected 
in Lower Siang, Siang, 
East Siang and Longding 
districts respectively, State 
Surveillance Officer (SSO) 
Dr Lobsang Jampa said.

Barring two, all 
the new patients were 
asymptomatic.

Twenty-two more 
people were cured of the 
disease on Wednesday, 
taking the total number of 

recoveries in the state to 
16,401.

The COVID-19 recovery 
rate in the state at present 
is 98.39 per cent, the 
official said.

Arunachal Pradesh now 
has 212 active COVID-19 
cases, while 56 people have 
so far died of the disease.

The fatality ratio is at 
0.33 per cent, he said.

The Capital Complex 
region, comprising Itanagar, 
Naharlagun, Nirjuli and 
Banderdewa areas, has the 
highest number of active 
cases at 75, followed by 
Tawang (40), West Kameng 
(23) and East Siang (18).

The state has so far 
tested 3,74,423 samples 
for COVID-19, including 
689 on Wednesday, and 
the positivity rate is at 
1.61 per cent, Jampa 
added.
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Kisandiwasobserved by Citizens foundation

summIt report
gangtok, 24 dec:

Citizens Foundation 
has begun 

various agriculture 
related livelihood 
interventions in Sikkim 
under HDFC Bank’s 
CSR initiative with an 
objective to promote 
sustainable organic 
farming, a press release 
informs. 

To mark KisanDiwas, 
team Souls organized 
a special training 
p r o g r a m m e 
for farmers on 
“ T e c h n o l o g i c a l 
intervention and 
Market linkage” at the 
model farm premises 
of ChuthangPithang 
ward of Amba Gram 
Panchayat of Pakyong 

sub-division, East Sikkim 
in collaboration with 
ATMA. 

Block Technology 
M a n a g e r , 
YogeshGautam,ATMA 
and Chairman, Phurba 
Lepcha,Block Farmers’ 

Advisory Committee 
gave an insight into 
the technological 
interventions for 
different crops to 
increase productivity 
and market linkage.

Project Manager 

S o u l s - S i k k i m , 
SangitaDahal briefed 
about the objectives 
of KisanDiwaswhile 
Assistant Project Manager, 
SumanGhimireytalked 
about the inputs and 
techniques. 

pIB webinar on Covid 
precaution in winters 

gangtoK, 24 deC 
(pIB):

Science and Technology 
play an effective role in 

air quality management 
in theseCovid scenarios, 
experts opined in a 
Webinar organised 
by Press Information 
Bureau, Guwahati on the 
topic ‘Covid precaution 
awareness in winters 
and Role of Science and 
Technology in apropos 
Air Quality sustainability’ 
here today. 

Discussing about 
‘India International 
Science Festival-2020’ 
and the role of Science 
and Technology, 
experts from Medical, 
Judicial fraternity along 
with academicians 
deliberated and 
discussed about the Air 
Quality and awareness 
and responsibilities 
of citizens to work for 
better environment, 
from socio-economic, 
academic and judicial 
perspective delving into 
the details of topics.

Talking about Science 
and Technology and its 
evolving relevance in 
these Covid scenario, 
Director and HoD 
of a department of 
National Institute of 
Homeopathy, DrSubhas 
Singh, Kolkatasaid that 
Covid-19 scenarios has 
resulted in challenging 
situations on how to 
tackle the situation 
with Covid cases during 
the cold weather of the 
winter season. He said 

that this is particularly 
relevant because of the 
effect of air quality on 
the air pollution and 
on possible effect on 
Covid-19 infections. He 
said that effect of Covid 
incidence in crowded 
markets where during 
the winter the air 
particles as ‘aerosols’ 
could be in suspended 
for longer period of time, 
increase the possibility 
of Covid presence. He 
said people have to be 
careful of house dust, 
industrial and medicine 
waste and allergic food 
in this winter season, 
which could aggravate 
the situation.

M S ( S u r g e r y ) , 
DrManzoor Ahmad,ZVM 
Unani Medical College 
and Hospital, Pune 
said that sustainable 
environment with 
better Air Quality is the 
essence of Healthy Life. 
He discussed about living 
in healthy environment 
and enumerated the 
responsibilities of 
the citizens to have a 
salubrious environment 
for growth. He said 
that the guidelines 
for effective air 
quality management 
concomitantly affect 
the socio-economic 
development of citizens.

Enlisting the 
provisos of the Indian 
Constitution, Advocate 
Delhi High Court, Abdur 
RahmanMallick,lauded 
PIB for this informative 
and knowledge webinar 

and said that the judicial 
system has becoming 
more robust and nimble 
in its functioning  in 
these Covid scenario 
where technology is of 
vital prominence.

Psychologist and 
Clinical Hypnotherapist, 
Sayantani Sinhasaid 
that Covid precaution 
awareness is central 
to the message 
communication, not 
only among the health 
workers, but also the 
citizens to be aware about 
it and always to have apt 
protective equipments 
for protection.

Former Senior official 
in Field Publicity Unit 
of Regional Outreach 
Bureau, Anupoma 
Das,Guwahati said 
that Environmental 
guidelines provide 
clarity in functioning of 
industries where norms 
related to restriction of 
air, sound, water and 
noise pollution have an 
apt and a pivotal role.

Building on 
the perspective of 
utilisation of technology 
in accessibility to 
justice and tackling 
environmental dispute 
with redressal of 
grievances, ShriSanyuk 
Banerjee, Advocate, 
PaschimBardhamaan 
said that there are 
numerous Acts related 
to Air Quality which 
comes into play, be it 
the Air (Prevention and 
Control of Pollution) Act 
1981 and Environment 

(Protection) Act, 1986, 
among others, which 
delves in details about the 
norms of air quality and 
provide for protection 
and improvement of 
environment and for 
matters connected 
therewith. He said 
that protection of 
environment, which 
finds reference in 
Indian Constitution, 
is a responsibility 
for the citizens and 
for betterment of 
environment for the 
efficacy of socio-
economic development 
of humanity.

The informative and 
knowledge webinar 
was planned and 
coordinated by Joint 
Director (M & C), Samrat 
B a n dyo p a d hyay, P I B , 
Guwahati.

Senior officers of PIB 
were present in webinar. 
Deputy Director, 
PallavChakravorty,PIB 
welcomed the experts as 
the webinar delved into 
details on the various 
aspects of the topic such 
as role of Science and 
Technology in effective 
risk mitigation and Covid 
Management.

Along with 
students, eminent 
journalists and 
other government 
senior officials 
from Doordarshan 
Guwahati,  Regional 
Outreach Bureau, 
Guwahati, All India Radio 
Guwahati were also 
present on the occasion.

Bangladesh, India finalising first 
bilateral rice deal in 3 years 

ruma paul & 
tajendra jhadaV
d h a K a / m u m B a I , 
24 dec (reuters): 
Bangladesh is finalising 
a purchase of 150,000 
tonnes of rice from 
India’s NAFED, the New 
Delhi-based state agency 
told Reuters, in what 
would be the first such 
bilateral deal in three 
years after floods in 
Bangladesh sent local 
prices to a record high.

India, the world’s 
biggest rice exporter, is 
offering a steep discount 
to supplies from rivals 
Thailand and Vietnam 
to cut its surplus after a 
bumper harvest.

“We are negotiating 
with Bangladesh,” 
said a spokesman for 
NAFED (the National 

Agricultural Cooperative 
Marketing Federation of 
India Ltd). “NAFED is in 
a position to supply up 
to 500,000 tonnes rice to 
Bangladesh.”

A senior official 
with Bangladesh’s food 
ministry said they could 
buy 100,000 tonnes 
of parboiled rice and 
50,000 tonnes of white 
rice under a government-
to-government deal.

India could sell 
parboiled rice at around 
$407 and white rice at 
around $417 per tonne 
on a cost, insurance 
and freight (CIF) liner 
out basis, an Indian 
government source said. 
The rates are about 
a third cheaper than 
those from Thailand and 
Vietnam.

The entire shipment 
is likely to be made in 
the first quarter of next 
year from the Haldia port 
in India’s eastern state 
of West Bengal, which 
borders Bangladesh, 
the Indian government 
official added.

Both the Indian and 
Bangladeshi government 
officials declined to be 
named as details are still 
being worked out.

R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 
for the trade and food 
ministries of India 
and Bangladesh did 
not immediately 
respond to requests for 
comment.

Bangladesh, the 
world’s third-biggest 
rice producer with an 
output of almost 35 
million tonnes a year, 

relies on imports from 
time to time to cope with 
shortages caused by 
natural disasters such as 
floods or drought.

Its state grains 
agency issued its first 
rice purchase tender in 
three years in November 
to boost local supplies. 
The country of more 
than 160 million people 
could import as much as 
500,000 tonnes of rice in 
the year to June.

“Bilateral deals 
will accelerate India’s 
rice exports,” said B.V. 
Krishna Rao, president 
of the Indian Rice 
Exporters’ Association. 
“The government 
should try to seal 
more such deals as we 
have ample surplus for 
exports.”

India condoles death of pak right activist Karima Baloch
new delhi, dec 24 
(ptI): India on Thursday 
condoled the death of 
Karima Baloch, a noted 
Pakistani political activist 
who had extensively 
worked for the rights of 
people of Balochistan.

Baloch, who was 
living in exile in Canada, 
was found dead in 
Toronto, according to the 
recent Pakistani media 
reports.

“I have seen the 
reports about the death 
of Ms Karima Baloch, a 
noted Baloch activist. 
Our condolences to 

the family. It is not for 
us to comment on this 
matter. But I understand, 
her family has sought 
an investigation,” 
External Affairs Ministry 
Spokesperson Anurag 
Srivastava said at a media 
briefing.

The spokesperson 
was asked about the 
death of Baloch as well 
as how a section of the 
Pakistani media is trying 
to put the blame on India 
for her death.

A vocal critic of the 
Pakistani government 
and powerful military, 

Baloch had campaigned 
extensively against 
disappearances of 
people and human rights 
violations in Balochistan.

In 2016, she was 
named on BBC’s list 
of 100 inspirational 
women with the channel 
noting that at 30, Baloch 
was the first woman to 
become the leader of 
the Balochistan Student 
Organisation.

She left Pakistan in 
2015, after terrorism 
charges were levelled 
against her.

The 37-year-old 

activist had gone missing 
on Sunday, and her 
family had filed a missing 
person complaint at a 
local police station in 
Toronto.

Reacting to Baloach’s 
death, Amnesty 
International South Asia 
said in a tweet “the death 
of activist Karima Baloch 
in Toronto, Canada is 
deeply shocking and 
must be immediately and 
effectively investigated. 
The perpetrators must 
be brought to justice 
without recourse to the 
death penalty.

4 nlft cadres surrender with arms in tripura
agartala, dec 24 
(ptI): Four top leaders 
of banned National 
Liberation Front of 
Tripura (NLFT) on 
Thursday surrendered 
with arms at the police 
headquarters here after 
facing acute food and 
financial crises in camps 
in Bangladesh, a senior 
police officer said.

Director General of 
Police V S Yadav said with 
this, four out of top ten 
NLFT commanders have 
laid down arms as the 
outfit is facing dearth of 
cadres, food and financial 
resources.

Those who 
surrendered were 
identified as NLFT’s 
self- styled ‘deputy chief 

of army staff’ Kukila 
Tripura alias Yarung, 
‘assistant foreign 
secretary’ Rathan Kalai 
alias Reuben, ‘assistant 
organising secretary’ 
Joy Sadhan Jamatia alias 
Jara and ‘Information 
secretary’ Madhu Ranjan 
Noatia alias Yafung, the 
DGP said.

The ultras deposited 
two AK-56 rifles, one 
bayonet, four magazines, 
119 live cartridges, one 
wireless handset and 1.5 
lakh Kyat (currency of 
Myanmar), equivalent to 
Rs 8,168.53.

The main 
headquarters of the 
outfit is in Bangladesh, 
Yadav said.

“This group is trying 

to revive by recruiting 
more cadres. Recently we 
apprehended two youths 
from Dhalai district on 
their way to Bangladesh 
to join the banned outfit.

Unemployed youths 
are being lured by the 
outfit by promising them 
hefty money as salary,” 
he said.

Yadav appealed to 
tribal youths to abstain 
from joining insurgent 
outfits and instead 
choose government 
jobs or become 
entrepreneurs.

“This surrender 
is a setback for the 
outfit as the ultras who 
surrendered on Thursday 
realised that they were 
chasing an impossible 

dream of ‘Free Tripura’,” 
the officer said.

During interrogation, 
the surrendered NLFT 
ultras said, 17 cadres of 
the outfit had undergone 
special training at a 
camp of a Manipur-based 
insurgent outfit, Kanglei 
Yawol Kanna Lup (KYKL), 
at Tagga in Myanmar along 
with other insurgents of 
the northeast region.

The Ministry of Home 
Affairs had banned 
the NLFT in 1997 for 
unlawful activities.

Tripura shares 
8 5 6 - k m - l o n g 
international border 
with neighbouring 
Bangladesh, of which 
around 67 km area is 
unfenced.

3 workers kidnapped by suspected 
terrorists in tripura released

agartala, 24 dec 
[ndtV]: Three 
construction workers 
kidnapped by suspected 
terrorists from a village 
near the Indo-Bangla 
border in Tripura have 
been released after 16 
days in captivity, officials 
said.

The three men, 
involved in border-
fencing work, were 
kidnapped on December 
7, allegedly by the 
National Liberation 

Front of Tripura (NLFT), 
when they were working 
in Malda Kumar Roaja 
Para of Ganganagar, 
Dhalai District. A massive 
search operation was 
launched in the area to 
find the workers.

On Wednesday 
night, the workers -- 
identified as Subhash 
Bhowmik of Udaipur, 
Subal Debnath of 
Charilam and Ganapati 
Tripura of Malda 
Kumar Roaja Para -- 

returned to Tripura 
from the Bangladesh side 
of the border on foot.

Sudip Bhowmik, son 
of construction worker 
Subhash Bhowmik, said 
his family was informed 
by the police that his 
father, along with two 
others, was released 
unharmed by the 
terrorists on Wednesday 
evening.

Sources said locals 
saw three people coming 
from the Bangladesh 

side, from near pillar 
number 2273 of Indo-
Bangla International 
Border, on Wednesday 
evening. They informed 
the local Border Security 
Force outpost officials 
who took the men to DP 
Para Border Outpost.

Four terrorists of 
the banned NLFT-BM 
faction also surrendered 
today in front of Tripura 
director general of police 
VS Yadav at Ambassa in 
Dhalai district.

no Christmas eve joy for truckers stuck in uK virus gridlock
CalaIs, france (ap): 
Trucks inched slowly 
past checkpoints at the 
English port of Dover 
and headed across the 
Channel on Thursday to 
the French port of Calais 
after France partially 
reopened its borders 
with Britain following 
a scare over a rapidly 
spreading new virus 
variant.

Still, thousands 
of truck drivers and 
travelers remained 
trapped in the mass 
gridlock at the Dover 
port on Christmas Eve, 
held up by slow delivery 
of the coronavirus 
tests now demanded 
by France. One by one, 
trucks passed toward 
ferries and trains that 
link Britain with France, 
as authorities checked 
that drivers had the 
negative virus tests now 
required to cross.

On the French side, 
powerful winds buffeted 
the coast before dawn 
and the vast Calais port 
— which normally takes 
in up to 4,000 trucks a 
day — remained quieter 
than usual.

Officials warned the 

backlog could take days 
to clear. One U.K. road 
haulage expert estimated 
there could be 8,000 to 
10,000 trucks caught up 
in the chaos near Dover.

Dozens of countries 
around the world began 
barring people from 
Britain last weekend 
after Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson said 
large areas of southern 
England had to be placed 
under harsh restrictions 
to curb a new, more 
contagious version of the 
virus whipping around 
London and England’s 
southeast.

Britain has seen 
soaring infection rates 
in recent weeks, with 
many hospitals nearing 
their capacities. On 
Wednesday, the country 
reported another 744 
deaths and a record 
39,237 confirmed cases. 
Christmas gatherings and 
festive shopping were 
cancelled for millions at 
the last minute in a bid to 
control the spread of the 
virus.

The announcement of 
the coronavirus variant 
added to anxieties at 
a time when Europe 

has been walloped 
by soaring new virus 
infections and deaths. 
Europe as a whole has 
recorded over 500,000 
virus-related deaths, 
according to a tally by 
Johns Hopkins University 
that experts agree is 
probably an undercount 
due to missed cases and 
other factors.

But France’s move 
raised the most concern, 
since France is a major 
conduit for trade and 
travel between Britain 
and the continent. 
The U.K. relies heavily 
on cross-Channel 
commercial links to 
the continent for food 
at this time of year, 
especially fresh fruit and 
vegetables.

On Thursday, French 
Ambassador Catherine 
Colonna said two dozen 
French firefighters 
have been sent to 
Dover, bringing 10,000 
coronavirus tests for 
drivers desperate to get 
home for Christmas. 
British Transport 
Secretary Grant Shapps 
said British and French 
authorities have agreed 
to keep the border 

between the countries 
open throughout 
Christmas to help 
hauliers and travelers get 
home.

France defended its 
handling of the border 
situation after the EU’s 
transport commissioner 
issued unusually strong 
public criticism.

Commissioner Adina 
Valean, of Romania, 
tweeted: “I deplore that 
France went against our 
recommendations and 
brought us back to the 
situation we were in in 
March when the supply 
chains were interrupted.”

France’s European 
affairs minister, Clement 
Beaune, tweeted 
back that France had 
“exactly followed the 
EU recommendation” 
and is now “more open 
than other European 
countries” to arrivals 
from Britain.

Some European 
countries relaxed their 
travel limits on Britain 
on Wednesday, though 
many remain in place. 
China on Thursday 
became the latest nation 
to suspend flights to and 
from the U.K.
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national Consumer rights day observed by fCas
summIt report
gangtok, 24 dec:

Federation of 
Consumer Association 

of Sikkim (FCAS) 
celebrated National 
Consumer Rights Day in 
MG Marg, Gangtok, today, 
a press release informs. 

Consumer awareness 
pamphlets and books 
were distributed to the 
public on the occasion. 
A landline phone was 
also placed at the 
venue for consumers to 
lodge complaints in the 
helpline number that 
particular day. 

The event was mainly 
observed to acquire 
tables and chairs for the 
NCD from Gangtokians, 
the release mentions. 

Chief Coordinator 
(FCAS), Suresh K Lama 
stressed on the need 
for more awareness 
on consumer rights in 
Sikkim.

General secretary, 
F C A S , R o h i t P r a d h a n , 

congratulated the 
winners of this year’s 
Concerned Consumer 

Awards which was jointly 
shared by Journalist, 
The Northeast Today 

[TNT],NiteshPradhan 
and teachers: 
Anisha Lama and 

PreyankaTamang for 
their role in spreading 
awareness on consumer 
rights in Sikkim.

Social activist, Gaurav 
Raj Gupta and model Sang 
DomaTamang were also 
felicitated by the organisation 
for their recent achievements 
in their respective fields and 
for furthering the cause of 
consumer awareness.

One of the winners 
of Concerned Consumer 
Awards, Teacher, 
Anisha Lama from 
TashiNamgyal Academy 
highlighted the 
importance of consumer 
awareness and spreading 
the message through 
action oriented programs 
in schools and colleges.

L i k e w i s e , 
PreyankaTamang, Jack 
and Jill Kid’s School 
spoke on the need 
for introducing such 
awareness at grass-root 
levels for more village 
level action on consumer 
rights.

“Boycotted” on home seat, 
Haryana Deputy CM cancels visit

Chandigarh, 24 dec 
[ndtV]: Haryana Deputy 
Chief Minister Dushyant 
Chautala faced boycott in 
his home constituency on 
Thursday, when villagers 
dug up a helipad ahead of 
his visit and demanded 
his resignation for 
backing BJP in the state 
and centre.

They said Mr Chautala 
will not be allowed to 
enter the village till he 
quits his position in 
the state government - 
formed with support of 
his party the Jannayak 
Janata Party (JJP) - and 
backs farmers who form 
his main voterbase.

Villagers in Jind’s 
Uchana Kalan waved 
black flags and raised 
slogans of farmers’ 
unity. They also chanted 
slogans against the Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi-
led central government 
and “Dushyant Chautala 
go back”.

Mr Chautala, the 
chief of JJP - an NDA ally 
at Centre and coalition 
partner in Haryana’s 
BJP-led government - 
cancelled his visit after 
the incident, but did not 
state why.

“His grandfather and 
former chief minister 

Devi Lal Chautala left his 
seat in farmers’ support, 
but Dushyant Chautala 
has left the farmers to 
safeguard his position. 
We will not let him enter 
the constituency till he 
quits,” Farmer leader 
Krishna Kumar said.

“All political leaders 
who come here till 
the farm laws are not 
repealed will be treated 
in the same way,” Khap 
leader Azad Pallav added.

The boycott comes 
close on heels of 
hundreds of farmers 
showing black flags to 
Chief Minister Manohar 
Lal Khattar’s convoy 
in Haryana’s Ambala 
- a district bordering 
Punjab. The convoy was 
forced to turn back and 
chief minister prevented 
from campaigning for a 
municipal poll candidate. 
The Haryana Police has 
registered a case against 
13 farmers on various 
charges including 
attempt to murder and 
rioting.

On December 1, a 
group of farmers had 
also shown black flags 
to Union Minister Rattan 
Lal Kataria at a village in 
Ambala, from where he is 
an MP.

Many BJP leaders in 
Haryana have been facing 
social boycott after a call 
to this effect by khap 
panchayat leaders in 
early December.

The khap leaders 
have specifically called 
for boycotting Hisar 
MP Brijendra Singh and 
Mr Chautala, who had 
recently said he “will 
quit” if he is unable to 
secure minimum support 
price (MSP) for farmers.

For almost a month, 
lakhs of farmers have 
been protesting at Delhi’s 
borders demanding legal 
assurance for continued 
MSP and repeal of three 
laws cleared by the 
Centre in September. 
They fear the laws, which 
they say were enacted 
without consultation, will 
leave them vulnerable 
to exploitation by 
corporates.

The centre has 
said the laws are only 
intended to open new 
markets for them, but all 
talks with the farmers 
have failed.

While the farmers 
want a complete 
rollback, the government 
says it will only change 
the problematic portions 
of the laws.

Calcutta hC forms two-member panel on upkeep of maidan
Kolkata, dec 24 (ptI): 
The Calcutta High Court 
on Thursday formed a 
two-member committee 
to chalk out a plan for 
regular maintenance and 
cleaning of the Brigade 
Parade Ground and 
the extended greens, 
considered to be the 
lungs of the city.

Forming the 
committee comprising 
the West Bengal 
Advocate General and 
the Additional Solicitor 
General representing the 
Government of India, the 
court said that a detailed 
plan be indicated for 
preserving the Maidan 
area when the matter 

is taken up for hearing 
again a fortnight after the 
court reopens following 
the Christmas vacation.

The committee will 
coordinate with the 
highest state officials and 
the Army authorities to 
chalk out a plan for the 
regular maintenance 
and cleaning of the 
Brigade Parade Ground 
and the extended 
greens, a division bench 
comprising justices 
Sanjib Banerjee and Arijit 
Banerjee directed.

It was submitted 
on behalf of the Army 
authorities that though 
it owns the entire area, 
including the Brigade 

Parade Ground, the 
regular maintenance, 
upkeep and cleaning 
are undertaken by 
the state  Public 
Works Department 
(PWD).

The high court  had 
on Monday ordered 
the init iat ion of  a  suo 
motu public  interest 
l i t igation (PIL)  on 
the state  of  the 
Maidan,  a  large green 
stretch owned by 
the Army beside the 
Eastern Command 
headquarters  in  the 
heart  of Kolkata, in view 
of garbage on the grounds 
and illegal parking on the 
roads crisscrossing it.

The bench observed 
that there have been 
noticeable changes in and 
around the Maidan area 
over the past two days 
with ‘no-parking’ signs 
on several lamp-posts 
and guardrails placed 
at various places along 
the roads, demarcating 
the entire zone as a no-
parking area.

Noting that the 
ongoing festive season 
will draw a large number 
of merry-makers to the 
Maidan area, the court 
directed that the state 
government will make 
every endeavour to keep 
the grounds clean.

The state authorities 

were directed to make 
the snack-vendors aware 
of the need to maintain 
hygiene and cleanliness 
and even make public 
announcements so that 
visitors do not litter the 
grounds.

The court also 
directed that 
operators of horse-
drawn carriages must 
immediately be advised 
to ensure appropriate 
sacks be used so that 
the horse discharge 
does not dirty the roads 
and they must be made 
responsible to clean 
the thoroughfares, the 
moment the same is 
dirtied by their horses.

farooq abdullah seeks release of pdp 
leaders detained before local poll results
srinagar, 24 dec 
[ndtV]: President of 
People’s Alliance for 
Gupkar Declaration 
(PAGD) Farooq 
Abdullah today said 
the government should 
immediately release all 
PDP leaders who were 
“detained” ahead of the 
announcement of the 
District Development 
Council (DDC) election 
results if it wants 
democracy to survive.

Talking to reporters 
after the first meeting of 
the PAGD following the 
conclusion of the polls, 
Mr Abdullah alleged the 
leaders, including former 
minister Naeem Akhtar, 
are “held up in thanas for 
no any rhyme or reason”.

Besides Naeem 
Akhtar, Peoples 
Democratic Party’s 
(PDP) Sartaj Madni 
and Mansoor Hussain 

were among 20 leaders 
taken into preventive 
custody a day before the 
counting of votes for the 
DDC elections began on 
Tuesday, according to 
officials.

The PDP is a member 
of the seven-party 
Gupkar alliance.

“Those people who 
are held up in thanas 
(police stations) for no 
rhyme or reason must be 
released immediately if 
you want democracy to 
survive,” Farroq Abdullah 
said.

PAGD spokesperson 
Sajad Lone questioned 
the need to detain people 
when the elections were 
conducted peacefully.

“What is the logic? 
The election has ended. 
It has been one of the 
most peaceful elections 
in the last three decades. 
The most non-violent, 

peaceful election, and 
this should have ended 
with something good,” he 
said.

“That it ends with 
preventive detentions 
is something totally 
antithetical to the way 
the elections have been 
held in terms of peace, 
lack of violence while 
traditionally, in the 
last three decades, we 
have seen so much of 
violence,” he added.

Sajad Lone further 
said, “We condemn these 
detentions with all the 
power that we have. And 
we just hope that after 
such a great performance 
of democracy, we are not 
faced with these arbitrary 
detentions. They (PDP 
leaders) should be 
released immediately. 
This is our demand. We 
are here today with the 
mandate of the people, a 

majority and a decisive 
mandate, and we say that 
they should be released.”

The PAGD swept the 
maiden DDC polls by 
winning 110 seats, while 
the BJP emerged as the 
single largest party with 
75 seats after securing 
the largest vote share in 
Jammu and Kashmir.

Counting of votes 
in two of the total 280 
constituencies, one 
each in Bandipora and 
Kupwara districts of 
north Kashmir, was 
deferred till further 
orders, officials had said.

Asked if the 
Gupkar alliance will 
continue in the future, 
Farooq Abdullah said, 
“Absolutely. Why do you 
have doubts about that? 
We are united and we 
will continue to be united 
for what this People’’s 
Declaration stands for.”

The MP from Srinagar 
also urged Centre to 
restore high-speed 
mobile internet in Jammu 
and Kashmir.

“We request the 
government to restore 
4G immediately. It is 
unfortunate that the 
people of this state, 
our children, students, 
business people are 
suffering because now 
everything is online. 
When the prime minister 
is talking about 5G, we 
do not even have 4G. This 
should be restored as 
quickly as possible,” he 
said.

Except for Ganderbal 
and Udhampur, high-
speed mobile internet 
has remained suspended 
across the union territory 
since August 5, 2019, 
when the Centre revoked 
the special status of the 
erstwhile state.

Indian board approves two 
new Ipl franchises from 2022

neW delhI, 24 dec 
(reuters): The Indian 
Premier League (IPL) 
is set to become a 10-
team affair from 2022 
after the Indian cricket 
board on Thursday 
approved a proposal to 
add two more franchises 
to the world’s richest 
Twenty20 competition.

The eight-team 
league, with an 
estimated brand value of 
$6.8 billion, drew record 
television and digital 
viewership this year 
despite being staged in 
the United Arab Emirates 
following the COVID-19 
surge in India.

“We have received 
an in-principle approval 
to add two more teams 
after talking to all the 

stakeholders,” Board of 
Control for Cricket in 
India (BCCI) treasurer 
Arun Singh Dhumal 
told Reuters after the 
AGM in Ahmedabad.

“Now the issue will 
be discussed in the IPL 
Governing Council - 
how and when to add 
the teams.”

Local media 
has reported in the 
past that Indian 
conglomerates Adani 
Group and RP-Sanjiv 
Goenka Group, which 
owned the now-
defunct Pune franchise 
for two IPL seasons, 
have shown interest in 
buying new teams.

The board also 
discussed the possible 
inclusion of cricket in 

the 2028 Los Angeles 
Olympics, something 
the game’s governing 
International Cricket 
Council (ICC) is very keen 
on, but did not specify its 
stance.

“That still needs to 
be discussed. We need 
some more clarity on 
this issue (from ICC),” 
Dhumal said.

Another vexed issue 
that came up at the 
meeting was securing 
tax exemptions, as 
demanded by the ICC 
from host nations, for 
the 2021 Twenty20 
World Cup and the 50-
over World Cup in 2023.

“We will have to talk 
to the government and 
secure the exemption,” 
said Dhumal.

Kerala Cabinet to again seek governor’s nod 
for assembly session to discuss farm issues

thiruvananthapuram, 
24 dec [ptI]: Days 
after Governor Arif 
Mohammed Khan 
declined nod for a special 
Assembly session, 
the Kerala cabinet on 
Thursday again decided 
to recommend to him 
to convene a one-day 
session to discuss 
and pass a resolution 
against the three central 
agricultural laws, against 
which the farmers have 
been protesting near 
Delhi.

Instead of the 
special session earlier, 
the cabinet meeting, 

chaired by Chief Minister 
Pinarayi Vijayan, decided 
to recommend to the 
Governor to convene 
the 21st session of the 
14th Kerala Legislative 
Assembly on December 
31 to discuss the farmers’ 
issue.

The Governor 
had turned down an 
earlier plea of the state 
government to convene 
a special session on 
December 23, citing that 
there was no urgency 
as a normal Assembly 
session was scheduled 
on January 8, 2021.

Mr Vijayan told 

reporters that the 
government decided to 
recommend again as the 
concerns and problems 
faced by the agriculture 
sector and farming 
community continued to 
be serious.

Explaining the 
circumstances that 
forced the cabinet 
to come up with the 
recommendation again, 
he said at the national 
level, the agricultural 
sector and the farming 
community were facing 
serious issues.

The situation was 
that the southern state 

was largely dependent 
on other states for 
foodgrains, he said.

“Therefore the 
problems faced by 
farmers in other parts 
of the country are of 
great concern to our 
state. As it is a matter of 
common interest to the 
state and the country, it 
will be appropriate to 
discuss this in the state 
Legislative Assembly,” he 
said.

The Chief Minister 
said he was ‘’hopeful’’ the 
Governor would accord 
sanction to convene the 
session this time.

“I hope the Governor 
will accede to the 
government request this 
time. According to the 
Parliamentary norms in 
our country, a Governor 
usually gives approval 
for a decision taken by 
an elected government, 
enjoying majority,” he 
said.

It was the prerogative 
of the Assembly to decide 
what to be discussed in 
the House, he said, adding 
that applying discretion 
to give approval for a 
government decision 
was against the existing 
Parliamentary norms.
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Edits

Branding Identity
Work on image, not on slights

Identity, as in the perception others hold of us, has always 
been a touchy issue among communities inhabiting the 

margins. The margins in this case, as much geographic as 
social and class/caste defined. People of the Northeast, 
those from South India and the Kashmiris, as also the 
Dalits all over the country and the tribals of Central India 
who find themselves surrounded by the “civilized”, all have 
many experiences to share of how stereotyped prejudices 
hound them whenever they are away from home.

The ill-informed clichés, the pedantic, and thus 
offensive, generalizations remain sore points for the 
offended communities and we live in a region that has 
lived with such broad-brush impoliteness for ever since 
we started interacting with the mainstream. While 
it is easy to take affront and tempting to draft fresh 
introductions to correct the perceptions, it is definitely 
not okay to allow the ignorance of others to become chips 
on our shoulders… that becomes a burden heavier than 
is healthy. But too many of us lug it around. The more 
perceived slights are allowed to fester, the more they 
divert energy from pursuits that take us forward. One 
refers to a “perceived slight” here because the clichés that 
hurt are a product of ignorance [theirs, not ours] and one 
should not really allow ignorance in others to convince 
us to withdraw into cocoons. And defensive shells are not 
the best habitations to plan forward from because they 
keep thoughts and ideas rooted in a past that has lost its 
relevance for everyone except those who obsess in its 
fermented confusion. Also, while so enclosed, one fails 
to recognize changes elsewhere. The more a community 
jumps at every instance of prejudice, the more it tires itself 
from other, more consequential pursuits. The angrier it 
gets, the more it allows its leaders to grow lazy and mouth 
platitudes to identity and pride while burning bridges to 
ensure their own relevance by feeding off the paranoia of 
a people kept fearful because they have been shut in.

When we mistake ignorance for conscious 
offensiveness, we end being so on guard that we see only 
slights and boorishness and not the changes in perception 
which are evolving slowly and rendering issues which 
offered umbrage earlier, obsolete. The lazy radio jockey 
who many years offended all hill people with a joke 
that was too many decades stale is actually a rarity, the 
mainstream sees the hill folk in a new avatar. To get a grip 
on this metamorphosis, a visit to the metros can be very 
illuminating. Hill kids, who would be heckled with calls of 
“kancha or bahadur” [nothing demeaning in the words, 
but irritatingly offensive in how they are used elsewhere], 
are now called out as “Aye Bhaichung!” The branding is 
already changing, and with it the nuances of how the 
people, that’s us, are seen. Sure, an anecdote enjoyed 
in passing is hardly the yardstick by which one can 
measure changes in attitude, but they are still reasonably 
reliably representations of how the majority responds 
and pigeonholes identities. For those to whom such 
branding, and thus enhancements to it, are important, 
the lesson here is that exporting achievers who stun all 
with their brilliance is more important than claiming and 
announcing introductions in their own backyards. We 
need to groom stronger contenders for universal glory, 
because apart from inspiring the young among us, they 
also burnish the image we project. 

how the pandemic Could play out in 2021
adam KleCzKoWsKI
theconversation.com

Vaccines for COVID-19 are 
now being rolled out, but in 

the UK, this good news has been 
tempered by the emergence of a 
new, potentially more infectious 
strain of the virus. Exactly how the 
pandemic will evolve has become 
more uncertain.

Certainly, the next three or so 
months will be challenging, and a 
virus-free life is probably some way 
off. Some things may not return to 
how they were before.

Predicting exactly how things 
will play out is difficult, but there 
are some things we can forecast 
with a relative degree of confidence. 
With that in mind, here’s what we 
can expect from the coming year.

WHAT IMPACT WILL THE NEW 
STRAIN HAVE?

There’s currently only limited 
information about the new viral 
strain. Although yet to be confirmed, 
it appears to be more infectious, but 
not to lead to more severe disease 
or be able to evade vaccine-derived 
immunity.

However, the variant suggests 
the virus is able to produce 
significant mutations, and further 
mutations could change the course 
of the outbreak. Suppressing the 
pandemic quickly therefore has 
become an even more urgent task.

Stricter restrictions on 
behaviour are likely to last well 
into the new year, and we may need 
further restrictions to control the 
virus if it is indeed more infectious.

HOW LONG UNTIL WE SEE THE 
VACCINE’S EFFECTS?

Producing enough vaccine doses 
is a big task – production might hit 
a bottleneck. Even assuming we 

can make all we need, immunising 
people will take many months.

In the UK, GPs are rolling out 
vaccines, and an average English 
GP looks after nearly 9,000 people. 
Assuming GPs work eight hours each 
day, need 10 minutes to vaccinate 
someone, and each patient needs 
two shots, it would take them more 
than a year to see all their patients. 
Others, of course, will help with the 
roll-out, but this shows the size of 
the task. Delays will be unavoidable.

Additionally, the two doses of 
the Pfizer vaccine need to be given 
21 days apart, with full immunity 
arriving seven days after the 
second jab. Other vaccines – such 
as AstraZeneca’s – require an even 
longer period between doses. It will 
take at least a month (if not more) to 
see the full effect in each vaccinated 
person.

In countries that relaxed social 
distancing rules for Christmas, we 
might see a post-Christmas spike 
in cases. In this case, vaccines are 
unlikely to change much initially 
– the disease will have too much 
momentum in early 2021. This will 
also probably be the case in the UK 
thanks to the new strain of the virus, 
even though restrictions weren’t 
lifted for many. Public awareness 
of the disease’s momentum is 
needed, to avoid loss of confidence 
in vaccination.

HOW WILL THE PANDEMIC 
UNFOLD?

After people have had COVID-19 
(or received a vaccine), they 
become immune (at least in the 
short term). Those infected later 
then increasingly have contact 
with immune people rather than 
susceptible ones. Transmission 
therefore falls and eventually the 

disease stops spreading – this is 
known as herd immunity.

The level of immunity across the 
population needed to stop the virus 
spreading isn’t precisely known. It’s 
thought to be between 60% and 
80%. We’re currently nowhere near 
that – meaning billions around the 
world will need to be vaccinated to 
stop the virus spreading.

This also relies on vaccines 
preventing transmission of the 
virus, which hasn’t yet been 
proved. If it is, we’ll see a decline in 
COVID-19 cases, perhaps as early as 
spring 2021. However, lockdowns 
and other measures will still be 
needed to limit transmission while 
vaccination builds up population 
immunity – particularly wherever 
the more infectious strain of the 
virus has taken hold.

In contrast, if the vaccine only 
prevents infected individuals from 
becoming seriously ill, we will be 
left relying on infections to build 
up herd immunity. In this scenario, 
vaccinating the vulnerable would 
reduce the death rate, but serious 
illness and long COVID affecting 
younger people would likely persist.

WHAT’S LIKELY TO CHANGE?
Vaccines aren’t a silver bullet – 

some level of precaution will need 
to be maintained for months. In 
areas where the highly infectious 
strain is rampant, high-level 
restrictions may last until vaccine 
roll-out has finished. Any changes 
will come slowly, primarily in 
the area of care home visits and 
reopening hospitals for regular 
treatment.

In time, travel will hopefully 
become more straightforward, 
though airlines might start 
requiring vaccination certificates. 

Although some countries require 
vaccination against yellow fever for 
entry, requiring immunity passports 
for COVID-19 is likely to prove 
contentious.

Mask wearing might become a 
social habit globally as it is now in 
Asia – for example when somebody 
is not feeling well or is concerned 
for their health.

LOOKING FURTHER AHEAD
Can vaccination lead to 

eradication of the virus? We 
don’t yet know how long vaccine-
based immunity lasts – and long-
term immunity will be key. Fully 
eradicating the virus will be very 
difficult and will require a global 
effort.

While we’ve got close to 
eradicating polio, smallpox remains 
the only human disease we’ve fully 
stamped out, and this took almost 
200 years. Measles, for example, 
although nearly eradicated in many 
countries, keeps coming back.

Some vaccines, like measles, 
give nearly lifelong protection, 
whereas others need to be repeated, 
like tetanus. If COVID-19 mutates 
regularly and significantly – and 
its potential to do so has just been 
demonstrated – we may need to 
take new vaccines periodically, 
like we do for flu. In the long term, 
we would also need to vaccinate 
children to maintain herd immunity.

The social and economic effects 
of the pandemic will probably be 
long-lasting too. Perhaps life will 
never return to what it was before. 
But it is up to us to make it safer 
by being better prepared for future 
pandemics.

[the writer is Professor of 
Mathematics and Statistics, 

University of Strathclyde]

Christmas is political, and always has Been
robyn j. Whitaker
theconversation.com

The biblical Christmas story, the one that 
announces the birth of Jesus, seems so sweet 

it can appear almost saccharine. It is so often told 
as a children’s story and a sentimental one at that.

Yet it is deeply political and has been from the 
beginning. The oldest extant texts to record the 
birth of Jesus go out of their way to locate him in 
his political setting. Moreover, they portray him 
as a threat to that empire.

This is not a kids’ story.
Biblical scholar Bill Loader asks us to imagine 

life in the first-century Roman Empire. He writes:
“Ask Romans in Luke’s world, ‘Who is the Son 

of God?’ and they will point to the Emperor. Ask 
them: ‘Who is the bringer of peace?’ They will 
answer: ‘The Emperor’ and go on to explain that 
Rome’s armies cleared land routes of bandits and 
their ships, the sea routes of pirates, bringing the 
pax romana (Roman peace) to the world, making 
travel and trade safe.”

So when the writer of Luke’s Gospel announces 
the birth of Jesus, describing him as the one who 
brings peace and calls him “son of God”, these are 
fighting words in an ancient context.

Luke, the author of the gospel that bears his 
name, doesn’t stop there. He records (Luke 1:33-
34) Jesus’s mother, Mary, being told her son will 
inherit the “throne of his ancestor David” and 
“reign over the house of Jacob forever”. These are 
references to Jerusalem and Jewish self-rule over 
their traditional lands. It is a pointed promise 
given that Mary is living in occupied territory; 
land that Rome had conquered and colonised.

For Jesus to sit on David’s throne requires 
the emperor to vacate it. Jesus never threatened 
war, but subversion by force of ideas can be 
as dangerous as insurrection by violence. It’s 
perhaps no surprise that the imperially appointed 
client king, Herod, tried to kill Jesus while still an 
infant and the Romans killed him when a grown 
man.

Countless other examples could be offered 
of these early writers’ attempts to amplify the 
political environment of Jesus’s birth, life and 
death. They name the relevant emperors, use 
their epithets, evoke their iconography and claim 
the power and praise bestowed on the emperor 
more rightly belongs to Jesus.

That Jesus, a child from an ordinary Jewish 
family in non-urban, occupied Judea could be 
a threat to an emperor should be laughable 
hyperbole. Strangely, it is not presented as such 
in the gospels. Radical? Yes. Hyperbole? No.

This aspect of the Christmas story is often 
what sits most uncomfortably for Christians and 
non-Christians alike. I have frequently heard 
things like “keep politics out of it” (like when 
I write articles like this). I’ve heard colleagues 
criticised for mentioning things like the Black 
Lives Matter movement in a sermon because it’s 
“too political”. This is not universal, of course, 
but there is an unease when faith and politics 
combine.

In most countries, people prefer faith to be 

private. They like their religion and their politics 
in two discrete categories, as if that is possible, as 
if one’s religion can be divorced from one’s values 
and life.

In a recent speech to parliament, Victorian 
Premier Daniel Andrews referred to his faith as 
“personal and private”, acknowledging it is not 
something he usually speaks about as a politician. 
I can understand why, and this is not a criticism 
of Andrews. But it caught my attention because it 
is precisely what both the church and state have 
promoted for decades now – that religion is best 
in private. That is, if you just keep your religion to 
yourself we won’t have a problem.

Yet a robust notion of the secular includes religious 
and non-religious alike and is, I would argue, enhanced 
by open and public religious dialogue.

I suspect this emphasis on personal and private 
is why we are so affronted by obvious displays 
of faith like Muslim women wearing hijabs or 
Orthodox Jewish men wearing shtreimels or 
peyot. It’s too public, too visible a reminder 
of someone’s faith. It breaks the unspoken 
agreement that we keep our faith private and 
personal.

In the world from which the Bible emerged, 
the idea that religion and politics could be 
separated would have been considered ludicrous. 
Politics was religion and religion political. Both 
encompassed and informed the values that 
structured and organised society.

So when a group of Judeans proclaim their 
king has come and call him “Son of God”, they 
are proclaiming their allegiance to someone 
other than the emperor. That Christians would 
demand allegiance to Jesus alone was even worse 

in a religiously pluralistic society, leading others 
to call them “atheists” for their lack of general 
religiousity.

Are Christians still a political threat? It 
depends who you ask and where you live. 
Communist states and religion are notoriously 
poor bedfellows and the Christian church suffered 
greatly in Russia as it continues to in China.

In countries like North Korea, organised 
religions such as Christianity continue to be 
considered a threat to the state. What these 
states realise, perhaps more profoundly than the 
average Western churchgoer, is that Christianity 
is deeply political and, if lived out to its fullest 
potential, fundamentally threatening to those in 
power.

One way to mitigate such threat, of course, 
is to co-opt Christianity for nationalistic causes. 
Donald Trump has shown rare insight in doing 
just that.

As a biblical scholar who spends a lot of time 
reading ancient texts, contemporary nativity 
scenes give me pause. They present a picture of 
domestic bliss, albeit a slightly strange one if you 
consider the stable scene (historically dubious 
and romanticised as it is).

Yet the Christmas story as told by Luke and 
Matthew in the Bible is not a safe, children’s 
story of domestic happiness. It is the beginning 
of a longer narrative of power challenged, justice 
demanded, love proclaimed, and certain worldly 
values overturned.

How can that not be political?
[the writer is Senior Lecturer in 

New Testament, Pilgrim Theological 
College, University of Divinity]
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agro Industrial park will 
be set up at singur

Kolkata, dec 24 
(ptI): West Bengal 
Chief Minister Mamata 
Banerjee Thursday said 
an agro industrial park 
will be set up at Singur 
in Hooghly district to 
create employment 
opportunities in the 
agrarian area.
Banerjee announced 
that the expression of 
interest will be issued 
for the upcoming deep 
sea port at Tajpur Purbo 
Medinipur district 
which will attract total 
investment of Rs 15,000 
crore and generate 
25,000 employment 
opportunities in the 
state.

Talking to reporters 
at the state secretariat, 
the chief minister said 
at Singur an agro 
industrial park is 
being developed on 11 
acres by West Bengal 
Small Industries 
D e v e l o p m e n t 
Corporation where 

willing industrialists can 
get plots ranging from 10 
to 40 cottahs.

“There can be agro 
industry on the fertile 
land of Singur,” she said.

Industrial parks 
are also coming up 
at Hasimara and 
Panagarh in the state, 

Banerjee said.
“At Panagarh we are 

setting up the industrial 
park on 800 acres. We 
have not acquired an 
inch from farmers. It is 
all from available land,” 
she said.

On the Tajpur deep 
sea port, she said “It 

will be a game-changer. 
It will facilitate export 
of iron and steel fro 
Purulia, Burdwan and 
Bankura districts. 
It will also facilitate 
seafood exports from 
Purbo Medinipur 
district to south-east 
Asia and Japan which 

will benefit lakhs of 
fisherman and create 
new jobs,” she said.

The deep sea port 
will be built by West 
Bengal Maritime 
Board and West 
Bengal Industrial 
D e v e l o p m e n t 
Corporation, she said.

assam reports 95 new CoVId-19 
cases, 5 fresh fatalities

guwahati, dec 23 
(ptI): Assam’s COVID-19 
tally rose to 2,15,680 on 
Wednesday as 95 more 
people tested positive 
for the infection, Health 
Minister Himanta Biswa 
Sarma said.

Five more patients 
succumbed to the 
infection, pushing the 
state’s coronavirus death 
toll to 1,029, he said.

The fresh fatalities 
were reported in 
Sivasagar, Jorhat, 
Bishwanath, Nalbari 
and Kamrup 
Metropolitan districts, 
Sarma said.

As many as 103 
more people have 
been cured of the 
disease, taking the 
recovery rate among 
the coronavirus 

patients in the state to 
97.91 per cent, he said.

The state now has 
3,470 active cases, while 
2,11,178 people have been 
cured of the disease so far and 
three patients have migrated to 
other states, the minister said.

Assam has so far 
tested over 58.23 lakh 
samples for COVID-19, 
including 21,627 in the 
last 24 hours, he added.

Bjp workers lathi-charged near police station in Bengal
Barrackpore (WB), Dec 
23 (PTI): BJP workers 
were lathi-charged near 
the Khardah police 
station in West Bengal’s 
North 24 Parganas 
district on Wednesday 
evening.

The police said that 
some BJP workers 
staging a blockade of 
the B T Road in protest 
against the arrest of 
party activist Bullet 
Roy for allegedly 
brandishing firearms 
tried to storm the police 
station and were lathi-
charged by Rapid Action 
Force personnel.

The saffron 
party, however, 
claimed its members 
were peacefully 
demonstrating outside 
the police station and 
were brutally lathi-
charged by the law 
enforcers.

Panihati’s TMC MLA 
Nirmal Ghosh claimed 
the BJP workers tried to 
snatch the firearms of 

the policemen.
“The BJP activists 

tried to snatch the 
firearms of the police 
personnel and the 
agitation threatened 
to spin out of control 
during the road 
blockade.

“The saffron party is 
trying to disrupt peace 
in the Panihati-Khardah 
belt. Police had to resort 

to lathi-charge as the last 
option,” he said.

BJP state general 
secretary Sayantan 
Basu said several party 
activists, including 
women, were injured 
in the lathi- charge 
on the “peaceful” 
demonstration and were 
rushed to the hospital.

Police said Roy was 
arrested based on a 

complaint lodged by the 
TMC.

Roy had allegedly 
brandished firearms 
when TMC activists went to 
ward number 2 of Panihati 
Municipality to campaign 
for a party programme in 
the area and entered into 
an altercation with some 
local BJP members.

After the TMC lodged 
a complaint against Roy 

with the Khardah police 
station, he was arrested 
in the afternoon. In 
the evening, some BJP 
members and supporters 
went to the police station 
demanding his release.

The BJP, however, 
denied the charges of Roy 
brandishing firearms 
and said he was falsely 
implicated.

meghalaya bars entry of travellers from uK
shillong, dec 24 (ptI): 
Amid concerns over the 
detection of a mutated 
and more infectious 
strain of COVID-19 in 
the UK, the Meghalaya 
government has barred 
the entry of individuals 
from the European 
country into the state.

The government has 
also urged people who 
have recently returned 
from Britain or transited 
through the country 
to stay in isolation and 
inform the government 
about their travel history, 
according to an official 
order.

“Tourists coming 
from the UK are 
prohibited from 
entering the state with 
immediate effect in view 
of the (detection of) a 
new highly infectious 
COVID-19 strain.

“All entrants to 
the state (who have 
come) from or transited 
through the UK in the 
past 4 weeks (from 
25th November to 23rd 
December 2020) are 
required to declare their 
travel history (of past 14 
days) to the surveillance 
units in the state and 
undergo RT-PCR test,” 

Chief Secretary MS Rao 
said in the order issued 
on Wednesday.

He requested people 
to wear masks while 
stepping out of homes 
and abide by other 
COVID-19 protocols.

Sampath Kumar, 
the commissioner and 
secretary in- charge of 
the health department, 
said that those with 
travel history to the 
UK would be put under 
quarantine in a separate 
isolation unit.

“If they test negative 
for the infection, they 
would have to undergo 

seven-day institutional 
quarantine, followed 
by another seven days 
of home quarantine,” 
Kumar said, adding that 
district surveillance 
officers would be 
monitoring them.

Official sources said 
five people with recent 
travel history to the UK 
have been detected in the 
state so far, and health 
workers are currently 
attending to them.

Meghalaya has 
recorded 13,298 cases of 
COVID-19 so far, of which 
135 have succumbed to 
the disease.

shah to visit assam, manipur during weekend
new delhi, dec 24 
(ptI): Union Home 
Minister Amit Shah 
will undertake a two- 
day visit to Assam 
and Manipur from 
December 26 during 
which he will lay the 
foundation stone of a 
new medical college in 
Guwahati and distribute 
financial grants to 
8,000 ‘namghars’ 
or Vaishnavite 
monasteries under 
the Assam Darshan 

programme, officials 
said on Thursday.

In Manipur, he will 
lay the foundation stones 
of the Churachandpur 
medical college, an 
IIT at Muongkhong, a 
state government guest 
house, the state police 
headquarters and the 
integrated command and 
control centre in Imphal.

Besides distribution 
of financial grants 
to the ‘namghars’, 
Shah will also lay the 

foundation stone for 
the development of 
the Batadrava Than as 
a cultural and tourist 
destination, a home 
ministry official said.

The Batadrava Than, 
a Vaishnavite monastery 
in Nagaon district of 
Assam, was established 
by Srimanta Sankardeva, 
a 15th-16th century 
Assamese saint-scholar, 
poet and socio-religious 
reformer.

Shah will also lay the 

foundation stone of a 
new medical college in 
Guwahati, the second 
medical college in 
the city, and nine law 
colleges to be set up 
across Assam.

Assam Chief 
Minister Sarbananda 
Sonowal will attend 
the programmes in 
Guwahati while his 
Manipuri counterpart 
N Biren Singh will be 
present in the events in 
Imphal.

CoVId-19: India records 
24,712 new cases

new delhi, dec 24 
(ptI): India’s COVID-19 
caseload rose to 
1,01,23,778 with 24,712 
new infections being 
reported in a day, while 
the recoveries surged 
to 96.93 lakh, according 
to the Union Health 
Ministry data updated on 
Thursday.

The death toll 
increased to 1,46,756 
with 312 new fatalities, 
the data updated at 8 am 
showed.

The number of people 
who have recuperated 
from the disease surged 
to 96,93,173 pushing the 
national recovery rate to 
95.75 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 third 
consecutive day.

There are 2,83,849 
active coronavirus 
infections in the country 
which comprises 2.80 
per cent of the total 
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, 16,53,08,366 
samples have been tested 
up to December 23 with 
10,39,645 samples being 
tested on Wednesday.The 
312 new fatalities include 
93 from Maharashtra, 34 
from West Bengal, 22 
from Kerala and 21 from 

Uttar Pradesh.
A total of 1,46,756 

deaths have been 
reported so far in the 
country including 48,969 
from Maharashtra 
followed by 12,038 from 
Karnataka, 12,024 from 
Tamil Nadu, 10,347 from 
Delhi, 9,473 from West 
Bengal, 8,245 from Uttar 
Pradesh, 7,085 from 
Andhra Pradesh and 
5,243 from Punjab.

The health ministry 
stressed that more 
than 70 per cent of the 
deaths occurred due to 
comorbidities.

“Our figures are 
being reconciled with 
the Indian Council of 
Medical Research,” the 
ministry said on its 
website, adding that 
state-wise distribution 
of figures is subject to 
further verification and 
reconciliation.

3 new CoVId-19 cases push 
andamans tally to 4,896

port Blair, dec 24 
(ptI): Three more 
persons have tested 
positive for COVID-19 in 
Andaman and Nicobar 
Islands, raising the tally 
in the Union Territory 
to 4,896, a health 
department official said 
on Thursday.

Two new patients 
have travel history, while 
one was detected during 
contact tracing, the 
official said.

Twelve more people 
were cured of the 

disease on Wednesday, 
taking the total number 
of recoveries in the 
archipelago to 4,761, he 
said.

The Union Territory 
now has 73 active cases, 
while 62 people have 
died so far due to the 
disease, the official said.

The Andaman and 
Nicobar administration 
has conducted 1,70,661 
sample tests for 
COVID-19 so far, and the 
positivity rate stands at 
2.87 per cent, he added.
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has lionel messi’s potential successor 
made him fall for football again?

sId loWe
london, 24 dec [theguardian]: The 
first goal Lionel Messi ever scored for 
Barcelona was taken off him, so he did 
it again two minutes later, and kept 
on doing it for over a decade. It was 
May 2005 and the 89th minute of the 
34th week when Ronaldinho scooped 
a lovely pass and the 17-year-old 
wearing No 30 lifted it softly into the 
net.
To his right, though, the linesman’s 
flag was up, probably wrongly. Raúl 
Valbuena ruffled his hair, latex in those 
locks, and gave him an indulgent look 
that said: Unlucky, kid. Next time. 
Albacete’s keeper already knew this 
boy was different; what he didn’t know 
was that next time was pretty much 
now. And in the 91st minute Ronaldinho 
scooped a pass as ludicrous as the last 
and Messi lifted it gently in.

The goal was almost identical only 
this one counted. A grin spread across 
Messi’s face, his arms opened wide, 
and Ronaldinho carried him on his 
back. There, Messi waved his arms, 
complicity clear between the world’s 
best player and this small, shy teenager 
that some called the flea and others 
called el mudo, the mute one; between 
that year’s Ballon d’Or winner and the 
kid who was still unsure exactly where 
he was, still less who he was or would 
become. Not just top scorer at his club 
but top scorer at any club anywhere, 
ever. Last night, fifteen years on, Messi 
scored his 644th goal for Barcelona.

Six.
Hundred.
And.
Forty.
Four.
No one has scored more for a single 

team, Pelé’s 643 for Santos left behind 
in an empty stadium on a cold Tuesday 
night in Valladolid, another statistic 
smashed - as if it’s all about the numbers 
anyway. At the end of the game, won 
3-0 by Barcelona with Clément Lenglet 
and Martin Braithwaite scoring before 
he did, Messi boarded a plane for 
Buenos Aires. Before it took off, he left 
a message. “When I started playing, 
I never thought I would break any 
records, still less this one Pelé had,” 
he wrote. “I can only thank everyone 
who has helped me over the years: 
teammates, friends and everyone who 
supports me every day.”

It is a long list, 54 strong just counting 
those who assisted his goals, with 
Luis Suárez, Andrés Iniesta and Dani 
Alves giving the most. There’s Samuel 
Eto’o, Sylvinho, Ludovic Giuly, Iniesta, 
Deco, Xavi, Giovanni van Bronckhorst, 
Thierry Henry, Bojan Krkic, Alves, 
Alex Hleb, Zlatan Ibrahimovič, Pedro, 
Eric Abidal, Yaya Touré, Seydou Keita, 
Maxwell, David Villa, Thiago, Adriano, 
Ibrahima Affelay, Cesc Fàbregas, Gerard 
Piqué, Alexis Sánchez, Christian Tello, 
Martin Montoya, Sergio Busquets, Jordi 
Alba, Neymar, Alex Song, Marc Bartra, 
Suárez, Ivan Rakitic, Rafinha, Arda 
Turan, Munir El Haddadi, Lucas Digne, 
Sergi Roberto, Javier Mascherano, 
Paco Alcácer, Paulinho, Aleix Vidal, 
Ousmane Dembélé, Philippe Coutinho, 
Arturo Vidal, Nelson Semedo, Malcom, 
Antoine Griezmann, Arthur Melo, Riqui 
Puig, Francisco Trincao and Frenkie De 
Jong, in that order.

At each end are Ronaldinho and now 
Pedri, who culminated a 20-pass move 
with a gorgeous back heel into Messi’s 

path. At a time when the classic Messi 
goal, bent into the far corner coming in 
off the right, isn’t going in, these ones 
are: from the inside left channel, Messi 
put the ball diagonally across Jordi 
Masip and into the other side. As it hit 
the net, he turned and pointed at Pedri. 
Then he flung his arms around him and 
hugged the air out of him.

A long time has passed between 
the first goal and the 644th and a 
lot has happened, so much that even 
Messi had decided it was time to 
move on. Yet despite that - because 
of that? - watching last night it was 
easy to be drawn to the similarities 
and connections, the certain parallels 
played out. To the sense that Messi 
sees something in Pedri, maybe even 
something of himself or of the men 
who left his side, leaving a hole where 
they once were. That he knows.

Long before the rest saw it, 
Ronaldinho was telling them: this kid 
is better than me. If that was some 
endorsement, it was also some kind 
of promise, a commitment to guide, 
defend and nurture. If later it became 
a problem, Pep Guardiola keen to lead 
Messi towards different company, Messi 
never forgot it. There was joy in playing 
together - it’s forgotten how good 
Messi was the day the Bernabéu gave 
Ronaldinho a standing ovation - and a 
trust that can feel like preparation for 
a handover, some footballing circle of 
life. Ronaldinho’s eclipse arrived early, 
his time too fleeting, but he left them in 
good hands, legacy secured.

Exaggeration is easy, it doesn’t help 
to load expectation early - still less this 
expectation - and concerns in Catalonia 
are more immediate. But there was a 
little hint of that in what happened in 
Valladolid. The awkward kid with no 
pretension, just talent. The Ballon d’or 
winner who sees it, embraces it. The 
quiet, unsaid connection. The sense of 
something starting - and ending? The 
recognition, maybe even succession. 
It was supposed to be Neymar who 
followed Messi - Messi even promised 
to help then step aside, and there’s Ansu 
Fati too. But on Tuesday night it felt like 
Pedri, superb lately, was confirmed as 
a candidate to lead Barcelona’s future.

Or perhaps even as someone who 
can postpone that future? Watching 
them combine, the question arose: 
could Pedri be what Messi needed 

to stay? After all, it wasn’t that Messi 
broke the record or played superbly 
- and it was “only” Valladolid - it was 
that he seemed to be enjoying playing 
this time, and with Pedri particularly. It 
wasn’t just the assist; it was everything. 
How they fit, how they saw the same 
game. How Messi, carrying Barcelona 
on his back alone like Ronaldinho 
carried him, might have found a 
partner.

Barcelona have found a player 
for sure. Born in 2002 in Tegueste, 
Tenerife (population: 11,000), where 
his parents ran a bar, Pedri first started 
playing football with his older brother 
Fernando but was too small and skinny 
for Tenerife. Real Madrid were not 
convinced either, which was no bad 
thing: a Barcelona supporter whose 
dad played videos of Michael Laudrup, 
he wanted to be like Iniesta, right down 
to getting his hair cut like him - until his 
dad said that’s not a cut, son. He played 
like Iniesta too, according to Pepe Mel, 
his coach at Las Palmas, and last night’s 
assist that recalled a pass from Iniesta 
to Messi when he broke the record for 
goals in a calendar year.

Small, slight, socks halfway down 
his shins, he’s like something from 
another era. There is a contradiction 
in that combination of a kid with no 
arrogance and a player with total 
assurance. “There goes a millionaire 
who doesn’t know it,” as Mel put it to 
AS’s Juan Jiménez. “He’s not going to 
score fifteen a season but everyone will 
grow around him. He knows exactly 
what every one of his teammates needs 
and always makes good decisions.”

Signed for €4million from Las 
Palmas, where he had been the club’s 
youngest goal scorer at 16 years nine 
months, Pedri lives with Fernando, 
much was made of him turning up to 
one game with his kit in a carrier bag 
and leaving in a taxi - “I don’t have a 
licence; it was that or come by bike,” 
he said - and initially he was advised 
to go out on loan. Ronald Koeman, 
though, watched him make a case for 
inclusion. His touch is impeccable, his 
awareness too, his timing and control 
of space. Against Real Sociedad, he 
crashed into the post sprinting back 
to make a saving clearance. He has 
played in all fourteen league games 
and in all sorts of positions: left, right, 
deep, No 10. He only turned 18 last 

month; he is 121 days younger than 
Messi was when he provided his first 
assist.

“Pedri plays with his head up,” 
Lenglet said. “He doesn’t have the body 
of an elite athlete but his head works 
faster than the rest. He has a special 
feeling with Messi.” Koeman said: 
“Messi is happy, you can see. He plays 
better with good players around him. 
Pedri is good between the lines and 
combines well with Leo.” Guillermo 
Amor, Barcelona’s institutional 
director, was asked to describe Pedri 
in a word. “There will be many,” he 
said. “I’d go for generous, because 
of everything he does for the team ... 
splendid - superb ... and surprising at 
his age.” Amor was asked too about 
the things that could convince Messi to 
stay and whether Pedri could be one of 
them. “He understands Pedri; between 
the lines they connect,” he said. “I don’t 
know if that’s a reason to recover his 
happiness.”

Others did. In the summer, Pedri 
described it as a “gift” to be in Messi’s 
saying: “I’ll probably faint when I see 
him in the dressing room.” Now, wrote 
Santi Giménez, it’s the other way round: 
“Pedri is a Christmas gift for Messi, a 
scandalous player who at last provides 
him with a partner.” The paper’s 
editor Alfredo Relaño said Pedri had 
“unfurrowed Messi’s brow”. “Pedri 
dances, Messi smiles,” ran the headline 
in Sport. In El Mundo Deportivo, the 
cartoon had a Barcelona badge with 
“Pedro and Messi, Inc” on, their hands 
meeting in the middle. “Geniuses seek 
geniuses to feed their talent,” wrote 
Paco Cabezas in El Mundo, “Messi has 
given Pedri his blessing.”

That is no minor issue. Messi 
doesn’t just play football, he gets it. He 
knows, judges, and demands. It is not 
subservience he seeks; it is excellence, 
understanding. There have been good 
players at Barcelona but not all have 
had that blessing nor been themselves, 
the pressure too great, unable to adapt. 
Just look at the current team. Pedri, by 
contrast, seems unfazed. “I play as if I 
was in the garden with my brother,” 
he says. But that wasn’t Fernando he 
was flicking it to on Tuesday night; it 
was Lionel Messi, the man Pedri was 
helping to another record, his 644th 
goal arriving fifteen years after the 
first.

man utd seal league Cup semi-final vs man City thanks to late goals
lIVerpool, 24 dec 
(reuters): Edinson Cavani 
and Anthony Martial struck 
late goals as Manchester 
United claimed a scrappy 
2-0 victory over Everton at a 
bitterly cold Goodison Park on 
Wednesday to set up a League 
Cup semi-final with rivals 
Manchester City.

United wasted numerous 
opportunities in the opening 
stages and at times the play 
was dire from both sides as the 
game appeared to be heading 
for penalties before Cavani 
collected the ball on the right 
wing, skipped inside onto his 
left foot and fired past Everton 
goalkeeper Robin Olsen.

Martial added a second 
with virtually the last kick 
of the game as the visitors 
now meet City for a place 
in the April 25 final, while 

Championship side Brentford 
take on Tottenham Hotspur in 
the other last-four clash.

“It was an excellent 
performance and we should 
have been out of sight, we had 
three or four great chances. 
We need to be more clinical,” 
United captain Harry Maguire 
told Sky Sports

“We are expected to win 
trophies. It’s important to 
reach these big games but we 
have to start winning them 
and lift some trophies for this 
club.

Everton will feel aggrieved 
that the influential Cavani was 
still on the pitch after receiving 
only a verbal warning from 

referee Bobby Madley when 
he shoved Yerry Mina to the 
ground with his hands close to 
the Everton defender’s throat 
in an off-the-ball incident in 
the first half.

But with the Video 
Assistant Referee (VAR) 
absent in this competition 
until the semi-final stage, 
there was no further action 
taken when replays showed 
Cavani was lucky to escape 
sanction.

His quality proved the 
difference in opening up the 
tight Everton defence though, 
with Martial’s insurance goal 
coming in the dying seconds 
as the home side pushed 
bodies forward in search of an 
equaliser.

United keep up their 
excellent record away from Old 
Trafford and are now unbeaten 

in 20 domestic games in all 
competitions, winning 18 of 
those.

The visitors dominated 
the early exchanges and put 
Everton under pressure with 
a succession of chances that 
were wasted, Cavani coming 
close twice.

Everton finally woke from 
their slumber as, roared on 
by 2,000 fans in Goodison 
Park, Dominic Calvert-Lewin 
and Gylfi Sigurdsson both had 
efforts on goal that needed 
saving by United keeper Dean 
Henderson.

The second half had little 
of the spark of the first, both 
sides misplacing passes in the 
attacking third and neither 
keeper having a serious save 
to make until Olsen was 
picking the ball out of his net 
for Cavani’s opener.

Real win fifth game in a row 
to keep pace with Atletico

madrId, 24 dec 
(reuters): A towering 
header from Casemiro 
and an added-time strike 
from Karim Benzema 
saw Real Madrid beat 
a stubborn Granada 
side 2-0 at home on 
Wednesday to notch 
a fifth consecutive La 
Liga victory and go level 
on points with leaders 
Atletico Madrid.

The champions 
lacked sparkle in the first 
half but came alive in the 
second period and after 
a flurry of chances from 
the home side, Brazilian 
midfielder Casemiro 
powered in a cross from 
Marco Asensio to give 
them the lead in the 57th 
minute.

Real had been lucky 
to not fall behind in 
the first minute when 
Raphael Varane gave 
away possession and 
Roberto Soldado found 
Antonio Puertas, who 
sent his shot way over 
the bar.

Granada continued to 
trouble Zinedine Zidane’s 
side deep into the second 
half until Benzema raced 
clear and thumped the 
ball low into the net to 
seal the points.

Real have 32 points 
from 15 games heading 
into a seven-day break 
from matches, level 
with Atletico who are 
top on goal difference 
and have two games in 
hand.

The victory also 
took Zidane’s side six 
points clear of third-
placed Real Sociedad 
and the title race looks 
more and more like 

being a two-horse race 
between the two rivals 
from the Spanish capital.

“We want to keep this 
great run going but we 
are also looking forward 
to a rest,” said goalscorer 
Casemiro.

“There’s still a long 
way to go in the season 
and many more games, 
and every team will have 
their ups and downs.”

Madrid’s Brazilian 
forward Rodrygo was 
carried off on a stretcher 
in the first half and his 
replacement Asensio 
almost put the hosts in 
front in the second half, 
conjuring an outrageous 
backheeled volley which 
struck the far post.

Play continued and 
Toni Kroos then fired a 
shot at Granada keeper 
Rui Silva, who saved 
well and also kept out 
the follow up shot from 
Federico Valverde.

But Real kept up the 
momentum and soon had 
the opening goal they 
craved when Casemiro 
showed his immense 
physical prowess to out-
jump his marker and get 
on the end of Asensio’s 
cross.

“The coach always 
wants the midfielders to 
get in the opposing area, 
he is always pushing us 
to do it,” added Casemiro 
after scoring a fourth 
goal this season in all 
competitions.

“He tells me to be a 
balanced midfielder but 
to get into the box as 
much as I can because 
he says I’m good at 
heading the ball, so he’ll 
be happy.”

West Brom boss Allardyce says 
Arsenal face relegation fight

london, 24 dec 
(reuters): West 
Bromwich Albion 
manager Sam Allardyce 
believes Arsenal’s dismal 
start to the Premier 
League season has left 
them in a fight to remain 
in the English top flight.

Allardyce’s 19th-
placed side are also in the 
thick of the relegation 
battle and host Arsenal 
on Jan. 2, following 
clashes with champions 
Liverpool and promoted 
Leeds United in the busy 
festive period.

Asked if Arsenal - 
who are 15th with 14 
points after making their 
worst start to a season 
since 1974-75 - were 
among their rivals to 
avoid the drop, Allardyce 
told reporters: “If they’re 
in the bottom eight at the 
moment, yes. Absolutely.”

Former England 
boss Allardyce said 
that Arsenal’s League 
Cup exit at the hands 

of Manchester City in 
Tuesday’s 4-1 quarter-
finals defeat would have 
further affected the 
morale of Mikel Arteta’s 
side.

Arsenal have lost five 
of their last seven league 
games.

“Getting beaten again 
... though it’s not in the 
league - as it does with 
our players, drains the 
confidence of Arsenal’s 
players. Of course it will,” 
Allardyce said.

“They’ll be wondering 
what’s hit them, they’ll be 
wondering why they’re 
down there. They’ll be 
wondering what it’s 
going to take to get out of 
that position.

“I know what it takes, 
I hope I can convince the 
players to respond to what 
I say on what it takes to 
get out of it. I hope we can 
push at Arsenal when they 
play us ... and try and beat 
them or anybody in the 
bottom eight.”

WRITE US: 
Readers are invited to comment on, 
criticise, run down, even appreciate 
if they like something in this paper. 
Letters carrying abusive/ indecorous 
language and personal attacks, except 
when against people responsible in 
this newspaper (who are fair game), 
will have to be ignored. Letters which 
carry forward a conversation or initiate 
a dialogue will command immediate 
attention and receive prominence.  Mail 
us at: news@summittimes.com
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2 months after hurricanes, 
louisiana residents still hurting

laKe Charles, la. 
(ap): As southwest 
Louisiana recovers 
from the back-to-
back hurricanes that 
hammered the region 
this year, signs of 
progress compete with 
lingering evidence of 
mass destruction. The 
fallen trees that carpeted 
neighborhoods have 
mostly been chopped 
up and hauled away, but 
the roofs they devoured 
are still covered in blue 
tarps. Piles of debris still 
line the roads.

Brandy Monticello is 
thankful for the progress. 
She and her wife no 
longer have to go to 
the Civic Center just to 
get basics like drinking 
water or ice. But during 
her daily 45-minute 
commute from the trailer 
the family is living in to 
the hospital where she 
works as a respiratory 
therapist, she sees how 
much still needs to be 
done. Every day, another 
house demolished. So 
many tarps on those still 
standing.

“It’s almost 
overwhelming by the 
time you get home,” she 
said. “You do have to cry 
every once in a while 
just to let some emotions 
out.”

In a year dominated 
by the coronavirus 
pandemic, a deeply 
divisive election and 
a national reckoning 
on race, some worry 
that the hurricanes and 
their destruction have 
not gotten the kind of 
attention that normally 
leads to an outpouring of 
support.

Aid efforts after 
Laura and Delta have 
only garnered about 
25% of the volunteers 
and donations as other 
storms affecting the 

region, such as 2005′s 
Hurricane Rita, said 
Denise Durel, president 
and CEO of the United 
Way of Southwest 
Louisiana.

Hurricane Laura 
roared ashore in 
southwestern Louisiana 
on Aug. 27 as a Category 
4 storm just south of 
Lake Charles. On Oct. 
9, recovering residents 
watched as Category 2 
Delta swept in just a few 
miles away. What didn’t 
get scoured by Laura’s 
winds was swamped by 
Delta’s rains. Delta also 
ripped off the tarps that 
had gone up on roofs 
after Laura.

According to 
Louisiana government 
figures, nearly 47,000 
homes were damaged 
by Hurricane Laura, with 
about 16,000 of those in 
need of major repairs. 
The bulk of those homes 
are in Calcasieu Parish, 
home to the state’s fifth-
largest city, Lake Charles, 
with 80,000 residents. 
In the less-populated 
Cameron Parish on the 
Gulf of Mexico, many 
homes were simply 
erased by Laura.

Initial estimates from 
disaster modeling firm 
Karen Clark & Co. put 
the combined insured 
U.S. losses from Laura 
and Delta at nearly $10 
billion.

“The first one was 
a big blow. The second 
one just was an insult,” 
Monticello said. In the 
early weeks after the 
first hurricane, she, 
her spouse, and three 
sons lived all together 
in the living room. 
They realized just how 
damaged the house was 
when Delta arrived and 
water started streaming 
in.

The Monticellos have 
since reached into their 
savings to buy a trailer 
and a truck to haul it so 
they have someplace to 
live while their house is 
being rebuilt.

There is a scarcity of 
just about everything: 
good contractors, storage 
containers, affordable 
apartments, staff for the 
businesses that are open. 
A Facebook group set up 
after Hurricane Laura 
has become a lifeline 
for struggling residents. 
A recent posting asked 

for advice on keeping 
campers warm in winter 
or keeping mice out of 
trailers. Another posting 
asked the question, 
“What does everyone 
need,” prompting a 
stream of answers such 
as, “Drywalling lessons 
and classes on how to 
handle an insurance 
claim” or “HOPE. Hope 
that things will get 
better.”

Wilfred Trahan 
remembers driving home 
for the first time after 
Laura and seeing every 
telephone pole for 
miles snapped at the 
base. Roof after roof 
smashed. Like many 
homes, his two-story 
house looked OK from 
the outside but told a 
different story inside. 
His chimney had 
smashed through the 
roof and he estimated 
he lost about 80% of 
his shingles, leading to 
extensive water damage. 
The house had to be 
gutted.

Now he commutes 
back and forth from 
Lafayette, about 75 
miles (121 kilometers) 
away, where he and his 

wife are living in a hotel. 
Sometimes he stays 
overnight with family or 
friends whose houses 
survived. On a recent 
day, he arrived at his 
property at 6 a.m. only to 
find that the contractor 
who was supposed to 
meet him there was 
a no-show. He counts 
himself lucky because 
he has a fence — albeit 
a damaged, lopsided 
one — surrounding his 
backyard. That means 
he can put supplies there 
and they don’t get stolen 
overnight.

“Everybody’s fighting 
for the same contractors,” 
he said. “It’s been crazy.”

The biggest shortage 
is housing. Many 
residents are still living 
in hotels in Texas or other 
parts of Louisiana and 
commuting into town to 
oversee their rebuilding 
or entrusting the work 
to contractors from afar. 
Residents have bought 
trailers and parked 
them in their driveways. 
Others sleep in tents.

That’s what 
happened to Cristin 
Trahan and her family. 
Having weathered Laura 

in a house south of Lake 
Charles, she struggled 
to hold her emotions in 
check in front of her kids 
when she saw what had 
happened to her mobile 
home.

“It was several, 
several feet over, upside 
down, smashed,” she 
said.

Cristin’s son, fiancé 
and 1-year-old son 
are now staying in a 
trailer that volunteers 
gave them. Trahan 
said she didn’t want 
to take her family and 
the family’s dogs to 
a shelter, and looters 
have gone through their 
possessions, so the 
family decided to remain 
on the property.

They’ve struggled to 
keep the rain out of their 
tent. Trahan, who works 
at Chick-fil-A, washes 
her uniform and dries 
it by the warmth of a 
propane heater and a fan 
in her tent. She said she 
is constantly aware of the 
things that she used to 
take for granted before 
Laura, such as being 
able to wash dishes in 
hot water so the grease 
actually comes off 
instead of cold water 
from an outside hose.

Brandy and Christy 
Monticello struggled 
with the decision: Stay 
or go? Finally, even after 
others had picked up, 
sold everything and left, 
they decided to stay put. 
It’s still their home, after 
all.

The sound of workers 
nailing in their new roof 
on a recent Saturday 
morning was a sign of 
progress.

“It’s not our normal 
and we don’t know what 
normal is, but you know 
what? We’re doing it. And 
that’s all we can do,” she 
said.

In a northern town brutalized by Is, Iraq tests its power
sInjar, Iraq (ap): 
One by one, the 
flags belonging to a 
patchwork of armed 
forces were lowered in 
a northern Iraqi town 
once brutalized by the 
Islamic State group. 
The territorial claims 
symbolized by each were 
replaced by the fluttering 
of just one: The Iraqi 
state’s.

The hoisting of the 
national flag in Sinjar, 
home to Iraq’s Yazidi 
religious minority, is the 
result of a deal months in 
the making for the federal 
government to restore 
order from a tangled 
web of paramilitaries, 
who sowed chaos in 
the district during 
the bedlam following 
liberation from IS three 
years ago.

This month, Iraq’s 
army deployed there 
for the first time since 
the 2003 fall of Saddam 
Hussein.

Lt. ImadHasan 
hiked up a rocky ascent 
overlooking the deserted 
ruins of Sinjar’s old 
town, vacant since IS was 
dislodged. His gaze fell 
on a lookout on the other 
side of the mountain 
— the last, he said, that 
belongs to a local affiliate 
of an outlawed Kurdish 
guerrilla group, known 
as the PKK.

“We have problems 
with them,” he said. 
“Their leaders have 
agreed to withdraw, but 

some of their fighters 
have not.”

Sealing the deal 
was hard enough. 
Implementing it brings 
new problems. Critics say 
it will take more than a 
change of flags to cement 
rule of law in Sinjar.

The Yazidis, 
traumatized by the mass 
killing and enslavement 
that IS unleashed against 
them, have no trust in the 
Iraqi authorities they say 
abandoned them to the 
militants’ brutality. With 
the central government 
weak, they fear militias 
— including Iranian-
backed Shiite factions — 
will gain sway over them.

The militias policing 
Sinjar the past three 
years are a mix. They 
include peshmerga 
fighters from Iraq’s 
Kurdish autonomy zone, 
as well as the PKK and its 
affiliate made up of local 
Yazidi fighters, called the 
Sinjar Resistance Units 
or YBS. There are also 
Yazidi units belonging to 
the Popular Mobilization 
Forces, an umbrella 
group of state-sanctioned 
paramilitaries created in 
2014 to defeat IS.

There are signs of 
recovery of Sinjar. Its 
city center hummed with 
shoppers, merchants 
— and the odd Iraqi 
army tank. More of 
the 200,000 Yazidis 
displaced by the 2014 
IS onslaught are coming 
back — some 21,600 

returning between June 
to September, many 
times the rate of previous 
years.

But scratch the 
surface, and almost 
everyone harbors raw, 
unresolved trauma. 
Everyone vividly 
recalls the IS attack 
that murdered fathers 
and sons, enslaved 
thousands of women and 
sent survivors fleeing up 
Sinjar mountain.

In Sinjar’s market, 
a farmer, ZaidanKhalaf, 
introduced himself first 
by telling The Associated 
Press how many relatives 
he lost under IS: 18. 
Others in the market did 
the same.

“We lost our dignity,” 
he said.

Communities remain 
deeply divided and 
bitterly resentful of one 
another.

“What agreement?” 
scoffed FarzoMato Sabo, 
an 86-year-old in the 
predominantly Yazidi 
village of Tal Binat, south 
of Sinjar. She and her 
three daughters were 
taken by IS militants 
and later saved by 
smugglers. Eleven of her 
family members are still 
unaccounted for.

“I lost everyone,” she 
sobbed. “Will it bring 
them back?”

Neighboring Tal Binat 
is the Sunni Arab village 
of Khailo.

“We used to be like 
brothers, but now the 

Yazidis stay away from 
us,” said a tribal elder, 
Sheikh Naif Ibrahim. 
“They can’t distinguish 
between civilians and IS 
members.”

Many Yazidis accuse 
local Sunni Arabs of 
supporting IS. Since 
the militants’ fall, 
Sunni Arabs have had 
frictions with Yazidi 
militias — and a number 
of Sunnis have been 
killed. At the same time, 
many Yazidis reject the 
Kurdish peshmerga, who 
consider the Sinjar area 
part of their domain.

“Seven flags ruled 
over us, you never knew 
who had power over you 
which day,” said Khalaf, 
the farmer.

The U.N. has 
focused on the return 
of displaced Yazidis, 
but this is not the only 
criterion for success, 
said SajadJiyad, a 
fellow at The Century 
Foundation. “It’s about 
services, schools, 
security and the ability 
to move around without 
being shaken down by 
various groups,” he said.

“This is a test for the 
effectiveness of post-
war governance and 
post-war liberation,” he 
said. “Is the government 
prepared enough to 
allow the return to 
normalcy?”

The Iraqi military 
will secure the area for 
now, with other factions 
leaving their positions, 

although many remain 
in the Sinjar area. Under 
the plan, the Kurdish 
authority is to appoint 
a mayor — a prospect 
many Yazidis oppose 
— and local police 
are eventually to take 
over security, working 
under the government’s 
intelligence agency 
and National Security 
Adviser. The plan calls 
for 2,500 new security 
personnel to be hired 
locally.

Most Yazidi 
leaders and residents 
interviewed said they 
were irate the community 
was not consulted by 
the government in the 
making of the plan.

“We are the ones 
who sacrificed, lost our 
lives,” said FahedHamed, 
Sinjar’s district mayor. 
“We should have been 
the main interlocutors.”

“We want a force 
from our own. We don’t 
trust anyone.”

The force most 
trusted by locals is a 
faction the plan seeks to 
eject — the YBS, whose 
fighters are largely 
SinjarYazidis. While 
other forces retreated 
from the IS onslaught in 
2014, many recall it was 
the YBS that fought to 
secure a safe route for 
civilians.

“They were the 
only ones who stayed 
to protect us,” said 
SherkoKhalaf, a Yazidi 
village mukhtar.

Despite protests by 
locals, negotiations led 
to the withdrawal of YBS 
from Sinjar’s city center.

YBS fighters 
interviewed said they 
expected to be subsumed 
as a unit of the Popular 
Mobilization Forces, 
providing them with 
much-needed political 
legitimacy. A portion 
of the 2,500-3,500 YBS 
fighters are already on 
the PMF payroll.

In theory, the plan 
calls for the PMF to end 
its presence in the city 
as well. To date, they 
are supporting forces 
and securing Sinjar’s 
peripheries. But Khal Ali, 
the commander of the 
Lalish Brigades, a Yazidi 
unit of the group, told the 
AP, “The (PMF) will stay 
forever, we are kings over 
the heads of the security 
forces in Sinjar.”

That prospect has 
divided Yazidis. Some 
want Yazidi PMF 
factions included in the 
security arrangement. 
Others fear it will 
bring Sinjar under the 
influence of the Shiite 
Arab factions close to 
Iran that dominate the 
umbrella group.

“If the international 
community and central 
government don’t 
care about Sinjar, the 
PMF will take control,” 
one prominent Yazidi 
leader said, requesting 
anonymity to speak 
freely. “This is clear.”

‘Mom, we need food’: 
Thousands in South 
Sudan near famine

leKuangole, south 
sudan (ap): After nearly 
a week of hiding from 
conflict, KallaynKeneng 
watched two of her young 
children die. “They cried 
and cried and said, ‘Mom, 
we need food,’” she said. 
But she had nothing to 
give. Too frail to bury her 
5-year-old and 7-year-
old after days without 
eating, she covered their 
bodies with grass and left 
them in the forest.

Now the mourning 
40-year-old awaits food 
aid, one of more than 
30,000 people said to be 
in likely famine in South 
Sudan’s Piborcounty. 
The new finding by 
international food 
security experts means 
this could be the first part 
of the world in famine 
since one was declared in 
2017 in another part of 
the country then deep in 
civil war.

South Sudan is one 
of four countries with 
areas that could slip 
into famine, the United 
Nations has warned, along 
with Yemen, Burkina Faso 
and northeastern Nigeria.

Piborcounty this 
year has seen deadly 
local violence and 
unprecedented flooding 
that have hurt aid efforts. 
On a visit to the town of 
Lekuangole this month, 
seven families told The 
Associated Press that 13 
of their children starved to 
death between February 
and November.

The head of 
Lekuangole’s government, 
Peter Golu, said he 
received unprecedented 
reports from community 
leaders that 17 children 
had died from hunger 
there and in surrounding 
villages between 
September and December.

The Famine Review 
Committee’s report, 
released this month by the 
Integrated Food Security 
Phase Classification, stops 
short of declaring famine 
because of insufficient 
data. But famine is 
thought to be occurring, 
meaning at least 20% of 
households face extreme 
food gaps and at least 30% 
of children are acutely 
malnourished.

But South Sudan’s 
government is not 
endorsing the report’s 
findings. If a famine were 
occurring it would be seen 
as a failure, it says.

“They are making 
assumptions. … We 
are here dealing with 
facts, they are not on 
the ground,” said John 
Pangech, the chair of 
South Sudan’s food 
security committee. 
The government says 
11,000 people across 
the country are on the 
brink of starvation — far 
less than the 105,000 
estimated by the new 
report by food security 
experts.

The government also 
expects that 60% of the 
country’s population, or 
some 7 million people, 
could face extreme 
hunger next year, with 
the hardest hit areas 
in Warrap, Jonglei and 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
states.

South Sudan has been 
struggling to recover 
from a five-year civil war. 
Food security experts 
say the magnitude of the 
hunger crisis has been 
mostly created by the 
fighting. That includes 
bouts of violence this year 

between communities 
with alleged support 
from the government and 
opposition.

The government “is not 
only denying the severity 
of what is happening 
but is denying the basic 
fact that its own policies 
and military tactics are 
responsible,” said Alex 
de Waal, author of “Mass 
Starvation: The History 
and Future of Famine” and 
executive director of the 
World Peace Foundation.

More than 2,000 
people have been killed 
this year in localized 
violence that’s been 
“weaponized” by people 
acting in their own 
interests, the head of the 
U.N. mission in South 
Sudan, David Shearer, 
has said. Violence has 
prevented people from 
cultivating, blocked supply 
routes, burned down 
markets and killed aid 
workers.

Families in Lekuangole 
said their crops were 
destroyed by the fighting. 
They now subsist on 
leaves and fruits.

During violence in July, 
KidrichKorok’s 9-year-
old son Martin became 
separated from the family 
and spent more than a 
week in the forest. By 
the time he was found, 
severely malnourished, it 
was too late.

“He would always tell 
me that he’d study hard 
and do something good 
for me when he grew 
up,” Korok said, weeping. 
“Even while he was dying, 
he kept reassuring me that 
I shouldn’t worry.”

Staff at the health clinic 
in Lekuangole registered 
20 severely malnourished 
children in the first week 
and a half of December, 
more than five times the 
number of cases for the 
same period last year, said 
a nurse, Gabriel Gogol.

Flooding has cut 
off most road access to 
Pibor town and its better 
medical care, forcing some 
severely sick children to 
travel for three days along 
the river in flimsy plastic 
rafts.

Officials in 
Piborcounty say they don’t 
understand why South 
Sudan’s government isn’t 
acknowledging the scale 
of the hunger.

“If people are saying 
in (the capital) that 
there’s no famine in 
Pibor, they’re lying and 
want people to die,” 
said David Langole 
Varo, who works for 
the humanitarian arm 
of the government 
in the Greater Pibor 
Administrative Area.

In Pibor town, 
malnourished mothers 
and children wait for 
hours outside health 
clinics, hoping for food.

In a joint statement 
last week, three U.N. 
agencies called for 
immediate access to 
parts of Piborcounty 
where people were 
facing catastrophic 
levels of hunger.

The World 
Food Program has 
faced challenges in 
delivering aid this 
year.  Approximately 
635 metric  tons of 
food were stolen 
from Pibor county 
and Jonglei  state , 
enough to  feed 
72,000 people ,  and 
an air drop of food in 
Lekuangole killed an 
elderly woman in October.
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Cool people! Chloe x halle performed live exclusively 
for Verizon up members virtually from the Wiltern in los 
angeles.

The BIG
 P I C

ARIES:
This is a time of inner illumination for you. A time of 
moving beyond the perceived self and meeting the 
radiant being who’s been holding space for you since the 
beginning of time. You’ve gone to hell and back in order 
to get to this place of soul recognition, but you don’t 
regret a single moment of it. It is these experiences that 
have helped you blossom into the person you are today. 
So look back at the trajectory of your life with wisdom 
and grace. A prayer of acknowledgement will go a long 
way.
taurus:
Sometimes, things work out seamlessly. At other times, 
you face roadblocks at every step along the way. What 
are your circumstances revealing to you, Taurus? Could 
you be adamantly pushing against the flow? Loosen the 
grip just a little. Recognise what is no longer a vibration 
match for you. The best is yet to come—if only you will 
allow it.
gemInI:
Playing tug of war is so last season. The new you 
believes in dancing with cosmic rhythm and becoming 
one with the flow. Who knew letting go of any and 
all resistance would turn your fate around? Your 
inherent connection with water is also something 
you’re likely to nurture in the days to come. Consider 
a dip in a natural body of water (if you have the option 
to), or prepare a warm bath for yourself complete 

with essential oils and epsom salts.
CanCer:
There are times you have to jump in and engage with life 
fully, and then there are times you have to step back and 
watch the show. Given the chaos that is unfolding in your 
reality, you may have to play the role of the observer 
today. Yes, this means being mindful of your triggers 
and not saying anything that could potentially stir up 
a storm. Drawing boundaries wherever necessary will 
serve you well, Cancer.
leo:
The planning and strategising stage is over, Leo. It’s time 
to get into action mode. Keep your vision in mind as you 
move forward, and vow to not deviate from the grand 
plan. Things will work out better than you imagined—
we promise! PS: The Universe is playing on your team 
too by creating a conducive environment that will foster 
growth. 
VIrgo:
There are points in our lives when everything we 
consider sacred is taken away from us, leaving a sense 
of emptiness behind. Daunting as it is, you’re being 
asked to embrace this experience fully. In moments of 
deep contemplation, you will realise that you are not the 
victim in this narrative. You are the hero of this story—
and it is your higher self that is orchestrating a big 
change for you from behind the scenes. Remembering 
that we’re all just a part of a big fat simulation will make 

it easier to roll with the changes!
lIBra:
You’ve been pushing yourself to your limits and it shows, 
Libra. But, there’s only so much you can accomplish 
when you’re out of fuel. So let go of the narrative that you 
need to run a marathon before you allow yourself some 
time off. The cards are urging you to prioritise your need 
and give your body what it deserves—whether it’s rest, 
nourishment, exercise or therapy. If you’re dealing with 
ailments on the physical front, it’s best to turn to a healer 
or healthcare professional you trust.
sCorpIo:
What if we’re all just in a simulation, Scorpio? What if 
the things that we take oh-so-seriously are not really 
the things we’re meant to bother ourselves with? Pay 
attention to what you are obsessing over and what you 
are taking for granted. In doing so, you will be able to 
recognise the abundance that surrounds you and the 
soul tribe that’s lifting you higher, now and in every 
moment.
sagIttarIus:
When something’s right for you, you’ll know instantly. 
When something isn’t, that unsettling feeling will refuse 
to leave you. Pay attention to what the signs and symbols 
are revealing, Sagittarius. Keep in mind that when one 
door closes, another one will be opened for you. Some of 
you could be letting go of a relationship that once meant 
the world. Take a deep breath and connect with your 

higher self. This will help you recognise that everything 
is taking place for your highest good.
CaprICorn:
Nobody can come in the way of you and your destiny, 
Capricorn. What’s about to take place right now was 
written in the stars. Yet, your initiative is required in 
order to create a shift in the right direction. Act upon 
inner guidance and serve in a way that you’re being 
called to. PS: Your soul tribe is by your side, holding 
space for you to take your dreams to the next level.
aquarIus:
The cards are pointing towards that slave mentality that 
is weighing you down—the idea that you need to work 
yourself to the bone in order to earn some time off. Today, 
you’re being asked to honour the natural rhythm of your 
body as you surrender to that state of flow. While you’re 
at it, pour yourself a cup of tea and pull out your favourite 
book. Everything you’ve been worked up about will figure 
itself out once you let go of that false sense of control. 
pIsCes:
When it comes to love, you give with all your heart and 
expect little in return. But are those you are investing in 
worthy of your unconditional love, Pisces? Something 
to think about as you sip on your morning tea. The 
cards are pointing towards the relationships that are 
no longer supporting your growth. Realising what isn’t 
a vibrational match for you will render you with the 
strength you need to put yourself first.

British model, fashion muse 
Stella Tennant dies at 50

london (ap): Stella Tennant, the 
aristocratic British model who was a 
muse to designers such as Karl Lagerfeld 
and Gianni Versace, died suddenly at the 
age of 50, her family said Wednesday.
Tennant, the granddaughter of a duke, 
rose to fame in the 1990s while walking 
the runway for Versace, Alexander 
McQueen and other designers.

In a statement, her family said: “It 
is with great sadness we announce the 
sudden death of Stella Tennant on Dec. 
22.”

“Stella was a wonderful woman 
and an inspiration to us all. She will be 
greatly missed,” it said.

The family asked for privacy and 
said arrangements for a memorial 
service would be announced later. They 
did not disclose her cause of death.

Police Scotland said officers were 
called to an address in the Scottish 
Borders town of Duns on Tuesday 
following the sudden death of a 50-year-
old woman. Police said there were no 
suspicious circumstances.

The granddaughter of the 11th 
Duke of Devonshire Andrew Cavendish 
and his wife Deborah Mitford of a 
glamorous, unconventional aristocratic 
family, Tennant was one of the leading 
British models of the 1990s.

Late in the decade, Lagerfeld 
announced her as the new face of 
Chanel, with an exclusive modelling 
contract, and she became a muse to the 
designer.

Fashion house Versace paid tribute 
to Tennant on Twitter, saying: “Versace 
is mourning the death of Stella Tennant. 
Stella was Gianni Versace’s muse for 
many years and friend of the family. 
We will miss you forever Stella. Rest In 
Peace.”

Donatella Versace posted a photo of 
Tennant on Instagram in a tribute to the 
model.

“Stella, I cannot believe you are 
gone,” she wrote. “You have left us way 
too soon. We met when you were at the 
beginning of your career. I cherish every 
moment we spent together. Ciao. Rest In 

Peace.”
Stella McCartney said she was 

“speechless” after hearing the news.
“What sad, horrific news to end 

this already shocking year!” McCartney 
wrote in a post on Instagram that 
included a photo of her and Tennant. 
“Rest in peace, you inspiring woman. 
Your soul and inner beauty exceeded 
the external perfection, Stella.”

Tennant also appeared in advertising 
campaigns for Calvin Klein, Chanel, 
Hermes and Burberry.

In 1999, Tennant married French 
photographer David Lasnet. She 
is survived by him and their four 
children.

“From the first time I met Stella I 
was completely blown away,” fashion 
designer Marc Jacobs said on social 
media. “Her beauty, style and body 
language combined with her manners, 
kindness, sense of humor and 
personality were like no other. ... My 
condolences to David and her family. 
What a terrible, heartbreaking loss.”

‘Cheer’ star pleads not guilty to child porn, sex charges
naperVIlle, Ill. (ap): 
“Cheer” star Jerry Harris 
has pleaded not guilty to 
federal child pornography 
charges and allegations 
that he solicited sex from 
minors at cheerleading 
competitions and 
convinced teenage boys 
to send him obscene 
photographs and videos of 
themselves.

Harris, 21, of Naperville, 
Illinois, was indicted 
earlier this month in a 
seven-count indictment 
that included the child 
sex, porn and other 
allegations. A complaint 
filed in September initially 
charged him with child 
pornograph y.

In the original 
complaint, prosecutors 
said Harris admitted 
to FBI agents that 
he asked a teenage 
boy to send him lewd 
photographs of himself, 

but that he requested child 
pornography from at least 
10 to 15 others he knew to 
be minors via Snapchat.

Two of Harris’ alleged 
victims, who are teenage 
brothers, have sued Harris 
in Texas.

Harris entered his not 
guilty plea to all seven 
of the counts on Dec. 17 

during an arraignment 
hearing held by a 
telephone, court records 
show.

The Associated Press on 
Wednesday left a message 
seeking comment from 
Harris’ Chicago attorney, 
Todd Pugh.

Harris remains held 
without bond at a federal 

detention facility in 
Chicago. He has been held 
there since his September 
arrest on child pornography 
charges.

Harris was the breakout 
star of the Emmy-winning 
docuseries that follows 
a cheerleading team 
from Navarro College in 
Corsicana, Texas.

Arnold Schwarzenegger Says He 
“Never” Thought Daughter Katherine 
Would Marry an Actor Like Chris Pratt
Katherine Schwarzenegger 

is happily married to 
Hollywood superstar Chris 
Pratt, but dad Arnold 
Schwarzenegger says he 
never expected her to fall for 
an actor.

Arnold Schwarzenegger 
has had to say “hasta la vista, 
baby” to his preconceived notions 
of the path that his daughter 
Katherine Schwarzenegger’s life 
would take. 

The iconic action-film 
star surprised his former 
Kindergarten Cop co-stars 
with his appearance during 
a Zoom reunion hosted by 
Yahoo! Entertainment on 
Monday, Dec. 21. During the 
virtual event celebrating the 
1990 family-friendly film, 
the actor said that he never 
expected Katherine to fall in 

love with someone from his 
same line of work, as she did 
when she tied the knot with 
Chris Pratt in June 2019.

“I never, ever thought 
that my daughter is going 
to marry an actor,” Arnold 
admitted. “I said to myself, 
she would be sick and tired 
of me dragging them to 
sets, having them watch me 
blowing up buildings and 
killing people.”

For some reason, 
Katherine, 31, was an 
anomaly among the four 
now-adult children that the 
Twins performer raised 
with Maria Shriver before 
the couple ended their 
25-year marriage in May 
2011. Arnold is also the 
father to 23-year-old 
Joseph Baena from his 

relationship with Mildred 
Baena. 

“My kids always 
enjoyed it ,  but Katherine, 
she was crying always, 
the first few movies,” 
the 73-year-old star 
continued. 

During the Zoom 
reunion, Arnold called 
Chris Pratt a “fantastic 
guy” who is “so easy to 
get along with.”

The Jingle All the 
Way actor added, “I’m 
really happy because he 
has been a wonderful, 
wonderful husband to her, 
and such a great son-in-
law.”  Katherine and her 
41-year-old Guardians of 
the Galaxy star husband 
welcomed daughter Lyla 
in August . 


