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The U.K is trying to trace a person infected with a Brazilian variant of the coronavirus that authorities say may be more resistant to vaccines.

Starting Monday in Europe, Italy will tighten curbs in some cities to counter an acceleration of the virus caused by new variants, particularly the strain first found in the U.K. Oslo will close restaurants and shops to also curb an acceleration of new cases caused by virus strains.

Hong Kong plans to start bookings for Pfizer-BioNTech vaccinations this week. Elsewhere in Asia, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi took his first dose of the vaccine while the Philippines, which has the second-worst outbreak in Southeast Asia, started inoculations.

Johnson & Johnson’s one-shot Covid-19 vaccine was cleared for distribution after U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention formally recommended that adults 18 and older should receive it.

Key Developments:

    Global Tracker: Cases pass 114 million; deaths exceed 2.5 million

    Vaccine Tracker: More than 241 million shots given worldwide

    British project to track the virus’s evolution has become a model

    Asia-Pacific nations including Indonesia step up vaccination drives

The U.K is trying to trace a person infected with a Brazilian variant of the coronavirus. Six cases of the mutation, which originated in the Amazonian city of Manaus, have been detected in the U.K.

While five have been found, the identity of the final patient is still unknown because they failed to complete a test registration card, leaving health officials without the information needed to find them.

Skeptical Russians (5:50 p.m. HK)

Russians are less willing to take the locally-developed Sputnik V vaccine, highlighting problems with the inoculation’s roll-out despite evidence that it is safe and effective. Some 62% of Russians said they wouldn’t take the injections, the most since the question was introduced in August, according to a February poll by the independent Levada Center.

Montenegro Tightens Lockdown (5:45 p.m. HK)

Montenegro, which has one of the highest infection rates in Europe, tightened curbs in the capital Podgorica and five other cities to stem the latest surge in infections. The tightening takes effect today and lasts for 10 days. Among the measures include limits on travel.

Ireland Fear St. Patrick’s Day Trouble (5:30 p.m. HK)

Police are concerned the violence which broke out over the weekend may be repeated on March 17, St. Patrick’s Day, should anti-lockdown protesters return to the streets, the Irish Independent reported. Rioters attacked police on Grafton Street, one of the city’s main thoroughfares, after hundreds of protesters were blocked from reaching a rallying point.

Hong Kong to Start Pfizer-BioNTech Shots (2:46 p.m. H.K.)

Bookings for Pfizer-BioNTech vaccination in Hong Kong between March 10 and 30 will begin on Wednesday, with over 140,000 slots available for priority groups, Secretary for Civil Service Patrick Nip says at a briefing.

More than 135,000 people have made online bookings for Sinovac vaccination, filling up 50% of slots available until March 28. The Sinovac vaccines will be available at private clinics starting Tuesday.

German Incidence Rate at Three-Week High (2:12 p.m. H.K.)

Finland Declares State of Emergency as Pandemic Intensifies

J&J’s Covid Vaccine Could Protect Millions -- If People Take It

Chinese Scientists Find New Strains of African Swine Fever Virus

Ramaphosa Eases South African Virus Curbs as New Cases Abate

Germany’s seven-day incidence rate inched up to 65.8 per 100,000 people, the highest in almost three weeks, as the nation allows hairdressers to reopen from Monday under strict hygiene rules.

Chancellor Angela Merkel faces further pressure to lay out a path to ease Germany’s coronavirus lockdown after Finance Minister Olaf Scholzbecame the latest senior official to call for a quicker reopening of Europe’s largest economy. Merkel and state premiers are due to hold talks Wednesday on a possible further easing of lockdown restrictions.

With the country’s inoculation campaign slowly ramping up, the vaccination committee is poised to reconsider its decision not to recommend AstraZeneca’s vaccine for people aged 65 and older. Separately, Helge Braun, Merkel’s chief of staff, said the government wants to ramp up testing to help prevent the risk of another wave as curbs are lifted.

Malaysia Expects to Flatten Virus Curve (12:18 p.m. H.K.)

Malaysia expects to flatten the curve in the coming months through ongoing restrictions on movement, adherence to virus protocols and a national immunization program, Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin said in a televised speech Monday.

The government is drafting a strategy to contain the pandemic, that includes a more targeted approach such as strict lockdowns in cluster areas. The economy will continue to reopen, subject to social distancing and strict protocols, he said.

Mexico Covid Czar Hospitalized (10:08 a.m. H.K.)

Mexico’s Deputy Health Minister Hugo Lopez-Gatell, the nation’s coronavirus czar, has been hospitalized since Wednesday following symptoms of Covid-19, a health official said, hours after his spokeswoman said he was at home.

Ruy LOpez Ridaura, general director of the National Center for Preventive Programs and Disease Control, said at a press conference Sunday that Lopez-Gatell was hospitalized to prevent further complications after oxygen levels fell. He’s recovering well and may be discharged Monday, he said.

Study on China Virus Deaths (10:01 a.m. H.K.)

A study published in the British Medical Journal in February showed that deaths in the first three months of 2020 in the central Chinese city of Wuhan was 56% higher than expected, driven mostly by fatalities from pneumonia associated with Covid-19.

A total of 4,573 deaths were caused by pneumonia in this period, researchers from Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention and the University of Oxford found by combing through the local death registry. The number is largely in line with the 4,636 deaths from Covid-19 that China’s National Health Commission has reported since the beginning of the pandemic, a number that was revised up 40% by officials last April.

A separate study on the real magnitude of coronavirus infections in China, conducted in April shortly after China contained the outbreak in Wuhan, found that people with past signs of infection was ten times more than the official data on cases in the city.

India PM Takes First Dose of Vaccine (9:55 a.m. H.K.)

India Prime Minister Narendra Modi said in a tweet Monday that he took his first dose of the Covid-19 vaccine and urged all Indians eligible for the shot to get inoculated. Modi took Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin, Prime Minister’s Office said in a statement.

The Asian nation, with the world’s second-largest outbreak, has approved one vaccine from Astrazeneca and another from homegrown Bharat Biotech. Hesitation over Bharat Biotech’s shot has been especially strong as the vaccine was approved in January for use before final stage testing was completed, and the company has not disclosed full safety and efficacy data.

Modi is seeking to bolster one of the world’s largest inoculation programs that aims to vaccinate about a quarter of India’s population by August. Only 14.3 million people have been vaccinated so far, according to data from India’s health ministry.

CDC Head Signs Off on J&J Shot Approval (5:15 p.m. NY)

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Director Rochelle Walensky formally recommended that adults 18 and older should receive Johnson & Johnson’s Covid-19 vaccine, the agency said in a statement Sunday. The CDC’s Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices earlier in the day voted unanimously to recommend the one-shot vaccine.

Walensky’s sign-off means that J&J’s vaccine can now be administered. The company said in a statement it planned to ship 100 million doses in the first half of the year, giving the U.S. its third approved Covid-19 vaccine.

Fauci Warns Against Vaccine Shopping (3:43 p.m. NY)

Anthony Fauci pushed back against any tendency to shop around or wait for a preferred vaccine among the three that are now approved for use in the U.S.

The director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases was asked on ABC’s “This Week” about the Johnson & Johnson vaccine, which got the go-ahead on Saturday from the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.

SAFRICA-HEALTH-VIRUS-VACCINE

A healthcare worker prepares a dose of the Johnson & Johnson vaccine at the Klerksdorp Hospital in South Africa on Feb. 18.
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The one-dose J&J shot was found to be highly effective at preventing severe Covid-19, but has a lower efficacy rate than the Pfizer Inc.-BioNTech SE and Moderna Inc. vaccines, raising concerns that some people may opt to wait rather than being vaccinated with it. “We’ve got to get away from that chain of thought,” Fauci said on ABC.

California Deaths Fall to 2-Week Low (2:25 p.m. NY)

California reported 158 deaths yesterday, the lowest since Feb. 15 and below the 14-day average of 367, according to the health department’s website. The state has reported 51,979 fatalities in total. There were 4,685 new cases, below the average of 5,406. California’s 14-day positive test rate dropped to 2.7%, the lowest since Oct. 20. The state has administered almost 48.5 million tests in total.

South Africa Eases Curbs (1:49 p.m. NY)

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa eased restrictions as the rate of new infections dropped, scrapping most limits on alcohol sales, shortening a nighttime curfew and permitting larger public gatherings.

The move to virus alert level 1, from level 3, comes a year after the first Covid-19 case was detected in the country, and will remove most remaining shackles on the struggling economy, Ramaphosa said in a televised address to the nation on Sunday.

Norway Tightens Curbs on Capital (12:26 a.m. NY)

Norwegian capital Oslo will close restaurants and shops from Monday to curb an acceleration of new cases caused by virus strains, especially the one first found in the U.K. Exceptions will be allowed for pharmacies, groceries and take-away meals.

Norway has fared better during the pandemic than many other countries, including its neighbor Sweden. Still, cases in the capital have increased by about 50% in four days following a recent winter school break. The restrictions will be in place until March 15.

Italy Tightens Restrictions (11:28 a.m. NY)

Italy will tighten curbs in Milan, Turin and other areas starting Monday to counter an acceleration of the virus caused by new variants, particularly the strain first found in the U.K. People in designated medium-risk and high-risk areas, known as orange and red zones, will be barred from leaving their city or town except for work or emergency reasons. Some areas will also close schools.

