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NEW DELHI: A radioactive material leak was
detected yesterday at New Delhi’s interna-
tional airport on a shipment of nuclear
medicine from Turkey before being
plugged by emergency teams, officials said.
The incident happened near the cargo area
of Turkish Airlines where four cartons con-
taining nuclear medicine material were
found to be damaged, an official in the
National Disaster Response Force told AFP.

“The situation is under control; our
teams are at the spot. There is no need to
panic,” the official added on condition of
anonymity. “Atomic energy experts are on
their way to assess and analyze the situa-
tion. The consignment has been isolated.”
India’s Home Minister Rajnath Singh con-
firmed the incident at the Indira Gandhi
International Airport, adding that the “leak-
age has been plugged”. The NDTV network
reported that two cargo workers who were
exposed to the leakage had been taken to
hospital for precautionary checks. The

material, identified as Sodium Iodide 131, is
used to treat thyroid disorders and was
meant to be delivered to a private hospital
in the Indian capital. 

In 2010, a scrap yard worker in Delhi died
from radiation poisoning and seven others
were injured, raising concerns over the han-
dling of radioactive material in India.
Environmental group Toxic Links estimates
that India produces five million tons of haz-
ardous industrial waste every year and
imports 5,000 tons of scrap metal every day.
Delhi airport authorities said the area of
exposure was far away from any of the pas-
senger terminals and that there was
“absolutely no risk of exposure to any pas-
sengers”. “They said area has been cor-
doned off and as per the preliminary assess-
ment... the material has been termed as that
of low radio activity,” the authorities said in
a statement.  “All passenger operations are
proceeding safely and normally without any
interruption. — AFP 

Radioactive leak
at Delhi airport 

BERLIN:  A German aid worker kidnapped in
Afghanistan in April is free and safe, the German
foreign ministry said yesterday. “Foreign minister
(Frank-Walter) Steinmeier is relieved that a
German man who was abducted in mid-April has
been free since last night,” the spokeswoman told
reporters. “He is doing well under the circum-
stances and is in the custody of the German con-
sulate in Mazar-I-Sharif” in northern Afghanistan,
she added. The German development agency GIZ,
the man’s employer, also confirmed he was free. 

Meanwhile an Afghan official said the man
had been liberated by security forces. “He was
rescued in a police operation at 3:00 am early yes-
terday,” Abdul Wadood Wahidi, the spokesman
for the Kunduz provincial governor, told AFP. He
did not offer any details about the operation. The
German foreign ministry spokeswoman also
declined to provide further information on the
case, which was kept quiet during the hostage’s
captivity, but said a German crisis team had been
working to secure his release. Steinmeier also dis-
cussed the case with Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani in early May.

“The German government wishes to thank the
Afghan government and the Afghan security
forces for their full support in Kabul and Kunduz
(the northern province where the aid worker was
taken),” the spokeswoman said. Asked whether a
ransom had been paid, she reiterated the stan-
dard German position: “The government does not
allow itself to be blackmailed.” There has been an
increase in kidnappings by militant groups in
Afghanistan this year. 

Earlier this month, Kabul was able to secure the
release of 19 out of 31 mostly Shiite Afghans kid-
napped by gunmen in the southern part of the
country in early February in what was reported to
be a prisoner swap. Late last month hundreds of
Taliban militants came within six kilometers
Kunduz city just hours after the insurgents
launched their annual spring offensive, in the
most serious threat to any provincial capital since
the US-led 2001 invasion of Afghanistan.

The insurgents have since been pushed back
after Afghan reinforcements were brought in from
other frontlines, but theighting continues to rage
on the fringes of the city. —AP

HYDERABAD: Indian authorities urged hospitals
to treat heatstroke as an emergency as the toll
from a long heatwave topped 1,800 yesterday,
making it the deadliest in more than two
decades. Hundreds of mainly poor people die at
the height of summer every year in India, but this
year’s figures are already nearly double the annu-
al average.

Experts say the official figures likely under-
state the true impact because heatstroke dispro-
portionately affects the poor and homeless, who
are less likely to die in hospitals. Most of the con-
firmed deaths are in the southern states of
Telangana and Andhra Pradesh, where doctors
described hospitals overflowing with victims of
severe heatstroke. P Tulsi Rani, special commis-
sioner for disaster management in the state, said

the high number of deaths was down to record
high temperatures over a longer period that usu-
al.

“So many people died this year because the
heat wave is continuing for a longer period than
it normally does, and also record temperatures
have been recorded in a number of places,” he
told AFP. “It (the heatwave) has been continuing
for a longer period, for about 7 to 8 days now,
whereas usually it only lasts for a few days.”

Authorities in Telangana said they were run-
ning a television campaign to teach people how
to stay cool and recognize the symptoms of heat
stroke, which can be fatal if left untreated.
Streets of the state capital Hyderabad were
deserted during the hottest period of the day,
with many shops and businesses shut. Syed

Samad, who owns a business renting out air con-
ditioning units, said trade was better than ever
before.

Preventive measures 
“We provide air conditioners on rent to people

for 50 rupees (80 cents) per day on a monthly
contract,” he said. “Business has been great this
year, much better than previous years. All our
units have been leased out throughout April and
May, which has never happened before.”
Authorities in Delhi, where top temperatures
have hit 45 degrees Celsius, ordered hospitals to
treat heat stroke victims as emergency cases.
“The main thing is prevention in this situation, to
ensure that preventive measures are being tak-
en,” said Charan Singh, additional director of

public health in the state government.
The surge in demand for electricity from air

conditioners led to power cuts in parts of Delhi,
exacerbating the misery for residents of the capi-
tal. Unconfirmed reports said two people had
died in Delhi, where tens of thousands sleep on
the streets with little protection from the heat.
Authorities in eastern Orissa state said they had
12 confirmed deaths from heatstroke and were
investigating the causes of another 80. India
declares a heatwave when the maximum temper-
ature hits 45 degrees Celsius, or five degrees
higher than the average for the area in previous
years. The monsoon is forecast to hit the south-
ern state of Kerala on May 30 before sweeping
across the country, but it will be weeks before the
cooling rains reach India’s arid plains. — AFP 

Death tolls topped 1,800 and growing

NEW DELHI: A mirage shimmers over Rajpath leading to India Gate. — AFP 
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