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NEW DELHI: India announced an
investigation yesterday into the
deaths of 12 mainly mentally and
physically disabled children at a gov-
ernment-run home amid fears they
were given toxic water or food. 

The children, many of them report-
edly orphans, were raced to hospital
in the last two weeks in the northern
state of Rajasthan after going into
septic shock at the home outside the
tourist city of Jaipur.

Three other children are fighting
for their lives in a critical condition,
according to the Hindustan Times
newspaper yesterday. 

Health and Family Welfare Minister
J P Nadda said he dispatched a team
to probe “the causes of water and
food contamination” in a bid to “pre-
vent such incidents in the future”.
Nadda said 12 had died at the home
for disabled people, with doctors and
other officials saying last week that
almost all of them were children.

“ The five-member team will
include a senior paediatrician, epi-
demiologist and microbiologist and
will reach Jaipur today,” Nadda said in

Sunday’s statement. “A detailed report
in the incident is expected shortly,” he
added. According to the Hindustan
Times, around 200 children, aged
from six to 15, live at the Jamdoli gov-
ernment home, with about 10 to 15
sharing a bedroom each. India has a
poor history of treating people
including children with mental dis-
abilities and illnesses, and reports of
overcrowding and shoddy care in
institutions and homes are not
uncommon.

For every one million people in
India, there are only three psychia-
trists and even fewer psychologists,
according to the WHO. 

A doctor at the hospital in Jaipur,
where some 15 children were initially
admitted, said they were suffering
from “septicaemia and septic shock”.
“These were mentally handicapped
and physically disabled children. The
immunity of such children is usually
lower than their normal, healthy
counterparts. Their bodies find it
tough to cope,” medical superintend-
ent Ashok Gupta told reporters last
week. — AFP

India to probe deaths of 
disabled children at home

TIKAMGARH, Madhya Pradesh: A young Indian child swims in a water reservoir in Tikamgarh in the central Indian state of Madhya
Pradesh.  Armed men have been securing the Barighat dam for months against water thefts by desperate farmers from neighbor-
ing state to ensure supply of potable water to thousands of residents of Tikamgarh district in Madhya Pradesh state. — AFP

TIKAMGARH, India: As young boys plunge into a
murky dam to escape the blistering afternoon sun,
guards armed with guns stand vigil at one of the
few remaining water bodies in a state hit hard by
India’s crippling drought.

Desperate farmers from a neighboring state
regularly attempt to steal water from the Barighat
dam, forcing authorities in central Madhya
Pradesh to protect it with armed guards to ensure
supplies. India is officially in the grip of its worst
water crisis in years, with the government saying
that about 330 million people, or a quarter of the
population, are suffering from drought after the
last two monsoons failed.

“Water is more precious than gold in this area,”
Purshotam Sirohi, who was hired by the local munic-
ipality to protect the stop-dam, located in
Tikamgarh district, told AFP. “We are protecting the
dam round the clock.” But the security measures
cannot stop the drought from ravaging the dam in
the parched Bundelkhand region, with officials say-
ing it holds just one month of reserves. Four reser-
voirs in Madhya Pradesh have already dried up, leav-
ing more than a million people with inadequate
water and forcing authorities to truck in supplies.

Almost a hundred thousand residents in
Tikamgarh get piped water for just two hours every
fourth day, while municipal authorities have
ordered new bore wells to be dug to meet demand.

But it may not be enough, with officials saying
the groundwater level has receded more than 100
feet (30 metres) owing to less than half the average
annual rainfall in the past few years.

“The situation is really critical, but we are trying

to provide water to everyone,” Laxmi Giri Goswami,
chairwoman of Tikamgarh municipality, said. “We
pray to rain gods for mercy,” she said.

In the nearby village of Dargai Khurd, only one
of 17 wells has water. With temperatures hovering
around 45 degrees Celsius, its 850 residents fear
they may soon be left thirsty.  “If it dries up, we
won’t have a drop of water to drink,” Santosh
Kumar, a local villager told AFP.

Farmers hard-hit 
Farmers across India rely on the monsoon-a

four-month rainy season which starts in June-to
cultivate their crops, as the country lacks a robust
irrigation system. Two weak monsoons have result-
ed in severe water shortages and crop losses in as
many as 10 states, prompting extreme measures
including curfews near water sources and water
trains sent to the worst-affected regions.

Many dejected farmers are now moving to cities
and towns to work as daily wage laborers to over-
come their financial losses and support their fami-
lies.  At a scruffy, makeshift camp in north Mumbai,
in one of the worst-affected states, dozens of
migrants who have fled their drought-stricken vil-
lages queue to fill plastic containers with water.

Migrants from rural areas usually come to the
city in January or February to get jobs on construc-
tion sites, but in March and April the number of
arrivals kept increasing.  “There are some 300-350
families here. That’s a total of more than 1,000 peo-
ple,” said Sudhir Rane, a volunteer running the
camp in Mumbai’s Ghatkopar suburb.

“There is a drought and there is no water back

home so more families have come here this year,”
he told AFP.  Babies cling to mothers lined up to
register with officials. They are allocated a small
space in the dusty wasteland, where wooden posts
combine with tarpaulin sheets to make rickety tent-
ed homes.  “We had no choice but to come here.
There was no water, no grain, no work.  There was
nothing to eat and drink. What could we do?” 70-
year-old Manubai Patole said.

“We starved for five days. At least here we are
getting food.”

‘Better to break stones’ 
Weather forecasters in New Delhi this month

predicted an above-average monsoon, offering a
ray of hope for the country’s millions of farmers and
their families.  But many, like Gassiram Meharwal
from Bangaye village in Madhya Pradesh, are not
optimistic as they struggle to cultivate their crops.

Meharwal’s two-acre farm has suffered three
wheat crop failures in as many years, leading him to
lose an estimated 100,000 rupees ($1,500). “Our
fields are doomed, they have almost turned into
concrete,” he said. Thousands of acres of land in this
village go uncultivated and fears are mounting for
the cattle, which face a shortage of fodder. 

Desperate for income, 32-year-old Meharwal,
who supports eight members of his family includ-
ing his children and younger brothers, left to work
as a laborer in the city of Gwalior, four hours away.  

“There is no guarantee that it will rain this year.
Predictions are fine but no one comes to your help
when the crops fail,” he said. “It is better to use your
energy breaking stones.” — AFP

Armed guards at India dams 
as drought ravages farmers 

330 million suffer from unprecedented heat wave

KANDAHAR: Afghan security forces have
been battling to push back Taleban fighters
seeking to cut off the capital of the southern
province of Uruzgan, officials said yesterday
as army units worked to clear roadside
bombs from the main highway into the
town. The insurgents have in the past month
stepped up their offensive aimed at taking
control of Uruzgan, which straddles one of
Afghanistan’s main opium and gun-smug-
gling routes. NATO commanders view the
rural province as a key battleground as, if it
fell, the Taliban could use it as a springboard
to launch attacks on Helmand and Kandahar
further to the south.

The Taleban is seeking to isolate the
provincial capital Tarin Kowt from outlying
districts and over the past week has been
fighting Afghan forces for control of the road
between the town and Shawali Kot in
Kandahar province. The battle has added to
the pressure on stretched security forces
engaged in heavy fighting from Helmand in
the south to Kunduz in the far north.

A spokesman for the Afghan army’s 205th

Corps said troops had reopened the route
but the situation was still unstable and the
road was threatened by improvised explo-

sive devices (IEDs) planted by the insurgents.
“We launched a counter-attack that inflicted
heavy casualties to the Taleban and

reopened to the highway but it is heavily
mined and our engineers are working to
clear IEDs off the road,” army spokesman
Mohammad Mohsen Sultani said.

Underlining the extent of the threat,
General Abdul Raziq, the Kandahar police
chief who gained a fearsome reputation
fighting the insurgents in his home province,
has joined the battle, according to Zia
Durani, a spokesman for the head of
Uruzgan’s provincial police.

Brigadier General Charles Cleveland,
spokesman for the NATO-led Resolute
Support mission in Kabul, said the situation
in the province was “serious” although there
did not appear to be any immediate
prospect of Taleban victory. “We’re watching
it closely and there is concern about
Uruzgan,” he said. “We don’t think either the
province of Uruzgan or the provincial capital
Tarin Kowt is about to fall but we’re watching
it closely,” he said.

‘TALEBAN ARE EVERYWHERE’
Uruzgan neighbors the Taleban heart-

lands of Helmand and Kandahar and is
among the least-developed areas of
Afghanistan, with only 8 percent of the pop-
ulation having access to electricity. Its mix of
flat and mountainous terrain has been fertile
ground for insurgents who fought Australian,
Dutch and US troops for years.

So far no additional foreign troops have
been sent to bolster the defence, as they
were in Helmand earlier this year, and coali-
tion aircraft have not carried out air strikes in
support of Afghan troops fighting the
Taleban, Cleveland said.

But the fighting in Uruzgan underlines
how difficult ensuring security in remote
areas has been for the Western-backed gov-
ernment in Kabul, which is estimated to con-
trol only about two-thirds of the country.
“The Taliban have not been defeated. They
are everywhere,” said provincial council chief
Abdul Karim Khademzai. “Apart from one dis-
trict, all roads from the district centres to the
provincial capital have been cut off and the
government only control the provincial capi-
tal,” he said. — Reuters

JALALABAD: Young Afghan children sort bricks at a traditional brick factory
during International Labour Day on the outskirts of Jalalabad yesterday. — AFP

NEW DELHI: Thousands of laborers
backed by water-carrying helicopters
were battling to control fires that have
killed two people in India’s northern
Himalayan state of Uttarakhand, officials
said yesterday.

Fires have swept through more than
1,900 hectares (4,700 acres) of forest but
have so far not threatened towns in
Uttarakhand which draws tens of thou-
sands of tourists every year, officials and
media reports said.

Environment and Forests Minister
Prakash Javadekar said some 6,000
laborers were being deployed to help
fight the fires. They started about one
month ago but according to other offi-
cials have intensified in recent days.
Javadekar told reporters the fires have
broken out at  1,200 locations in the
densely forested state, known for its
remote valleys, over the last month.

“This can be compared with the worst
fire of 2012 when fire took place in 1,300
places and (covered) more than 2,000
hectares,” the minister said. Senior
Uttarakhand disaster management offi-
cial Piyoosh Rautela said two people
have been killed in recent days, although

local media reported six deaths since the
state’s fire season started at the begin-
ning of February.

He said disaster relief experts were
being deployed to help those already on
the ground.

“They are all working with two Indian
Air Force choppers which are spraying
water over isolated forest areas in the
state,” Rautela, executive director of
Uttarakhand’s disaster management and
mitigation centre, told AFP. “The forests
are spread across our six districts but are
all isolated and we are getting them
under control,” he added.

Uttarkhand, with its Himalayan moun-
tains, rivers, treks and Hindu religious
sites, is a popular destination for local
tourists who flock there to escape India’s
harsh summer.

Officials said it was unclear what start-
ed the fires but some have linked the
intensity of the blazes to the drought
gripping India. India is suffering its worst
water crisis in years, with the govern-
ment saying that about 330 million peo-
ple, or a quarter of the population, are
suffering from drought after the last two
monsoons failed.   — AFP

Thousands battle deadly 
forest fires in India

TOKYO: North Korea is preparing to hold a
once-in-a-generation congress of its ruling par-
ty that is intended to rally the nation behind
leader Kim Jong Un and could provide an
important glimpse into Kim’s plans for the
country’s economy and military.

The congress, set to begin on Friday, is the
first in 36 years and follows a 70-day “loyalty
drive” in which everyone from coal miners to
restaurant workers were called upon to put in
extra hours  to increase productivity as a show
of their devotion to Kim and the Workers’ Party
of Korea, which he leads. The congress comes
as North Korea is facing international pressure
over a nuclear test in January and a series of
rocket and missile launches that have led many
outside experts to believe Pyongyang is much
closer to having a viable nuclear deterrent than
previously thought.

The North, wary of its leader’s security and
always loath to release any more information
to the outside world than it deems absolutely
necessary, has disclosed few details of the con-
gress’ itinerary. Instead, it has presented the
congress as a chance for the ruling party to
boast its achievements and unity in the face of
the “US imperialists.” But North Korea’s foreign

minister told The Associated Press in an April
23 interview that the congress would focus on
demonstrating unity behind the country’s
leader and on finding ways to build the North’s
moribund economy even as global sanctions
squeeze it ever tighter.

“One of the most important things through
this party congress is to show to the entire
world the union of our people,” Foreign
Minister Ri Su Yong told the AP while he was in
New York for a United Nations conference on
climate change. “I’m sure our country will be
even more vibrant after the party congress to
build up a more prosperous and powerful, eco-
nomically sound nation.”

The event will be an opportunity for Kim
Jong Un to assume center stage before a world
audience. Throngs of foreign journalists are
being invited to cover it. That’s all the more
important because the enigmatic young
leader, still in his early 30s, has yet to travel
abroad or meet any other heads of state. In the
last party congress, held in 1980, Kim’s late
father, Kim Jong Il, was awarded a slew of top
jobs in a confirmation he was in line to succeed
his father, North Korea founder Kim Il Sung.

Kim Il Sung died in 1994, so Kim Jong Il -

who rarely spoke in public and never held a
congress after actually assuming power - had
14 years to prepare for power. Kim Jong Un,
on the other hand, was virtually unknown
outside of the Pyongyang inner circle until a
few years before his own father’s death in
2011. Still, there are no signs his position as
the head of the world’s only socialist dynasty
is in question. The congress will give Kim, who
seems to be more like his grandfather and less
averse to addressing big crowds, a chance to
further cement his authority by getting its
stamp of approval on officials who are in his
favor. He has conducted numerous shake-ups
in the regime’s top ranks - the most promi-
nent being the execution of his powerful
uncle in 2013 - to make sure he is surrounded
by loyal lieutenants.

The congress is sure to praise Kim’s nuclear
policy, though it has triggered sanctions that
have caused economic pain. Tensions on that
front have deepened recently after North
Korea conducted its fourth nuclear test and a
long-range rocket launch, which led to the UN
slapping its toughest sanctions on Pyongyang
in 20 years and South Korea and the United
States upgrading their annual spring military

drills into the biggest they’ve ever held. Amid
vows it will never be cowed by foreign pres-
sure, the North just days ago test launched two
midrange missiles - both of which appear to
have failed - and speculation is growing that
North Korea could perform a fifth nuclear test
ahead of the congress to further burnish Kim’s
image as a strong leader. 

“The DPRK proudly joined the ranks of
advanced nuclear and space powers while
demonstrating the might of the invincible
politico-ideological, military and youth power
and is now dashing ahead toward to a socialist
economic power and highly civilized nation,”
the party’s official newspaper said in an editori-
al on Saturday, using the acronym for North
Korea’s official name, the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea. Even so, Ri, the foreign min-
ister, said the economy is still at the top of the
congress’ agenda. “The first thing is to advance
the pace of economic building for a powerful
nation,” he said. 

“The second is to improve the people’s living
standards and to find the best, optimum ways
to improve the people’s living standards under
these circumstances. And the third, to strength-
en our national defense capabilities.” — AP

N Korea party congress to show 
unity around Kim Jong Un

Indian teen takes 
selfie with gun

NEW DELHI: An Indian teenager accidently shot him-
self in the head with his father’s gun while trying to
take a “selfie” photograph, police said yesterday, the
latest in a series of such accidents. The 15-year-old is
being treated in hospital at Pathankot in Punjab state
and is expected to survive, said the city’s deputy
police superintendent, Manoj Kumar. The accident
happened on Friday evening when the schoolboy was
playing at home with the licensed revolver which is
normally kept in a wardrobe, Kumar told AFP.

“The boy’s father and family said that he was trying
to take a selfie with his gun,” he said. “We will speak to
the boy when he is declared medically fit. We think
that part of the blame obviously goes to the father for
not keeping his loaded gun under lock and key at
their home.” 

A teenager was run over and killed in the southern
Indian city of Chennai in February as he tried to take a
selfie in front of an oncoming train.  In January police
in the western city of Mumbai moved to crack down
on dangerous selfies after a man drowned trying to
save a girl who fell into the sea while snapping one.
Police identified 16 dangerous selfie spots in Mumbai
and asked the local council to erect warning signs and
deploy lifeguards.

A man was seriously injured in April by an ele-
phant when he tr ied to snap a self ie with the
chained animal at a festival in Kerala, according to
the Hindustan Times yesterday. — AFP

Afghan forces battle to push Taleban from south 


