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LONDON: Delivery rider Jabed Hussain was waiting at a
traffic light one night in east London when two attackers
sprayed acid in his face and stole his moped. It was one of
hundreds of attacks in the British capital every year that
have prompted government intervention and left the city’s
police force asking the public for help to tackle the crime
wave. Hussain recalled feeling “burning on my face” during
the robbery in Hackney. “If they want to take my bike,
there are a lot of weapons... why (have) they got to choose
the weapon of acid?” he told AFP as he returned to the
spot where the attack happened. The number of assaults is
increasing rapidly. 

The British capital saw 454 acid attacks reported last
year, up from 261 in 2015 and 166 the year before.  Hussain
suffers from chest problems after swallowing water which
he believes contained traces of the acid, although his hel-
met protected much of his face and he has no visible scars.
A pizza delivery driver attacked in north-east London last
month was not so lucky, left in a critical condition after
being sprayed with acid while his helmet visor was up.

‘Scared’ Londoners 
Jaf Shah, head of the London-based Acid Survivors

Trust International, said victims were “incredibly strong,

resilient and courageous individuals”. “Because when you
take into account the devastation of such an attack, it
requires an enormous amount of strength to go through
and recover,” he told AFP. Shah blamed the increase in
attacks on a lack of
regulation to stop peo-
ple buying acid,
although he noted the
recent cases have
“concentrated the
minds of government
officials”. Home
Secretary Amber Rudd
announced new pro-
posals in October to
force people carrying
acid to prove they have
a legitimate reason,
taking the same
approach used to tackle knife violence where possession
of the weapon alone is criminalized. Rudd also plans to
require people buying high-concentrate sulphuric acid-
such as drain cleaner-to apply for a Home Office licence.

MP Stephen Timms called for the changes in parliament

in July, after his east London constituency of East Ham suf-
fered a spate of attacks. His intervention followed an
attack against two cousins who were sitting in their car in
Beckton, leaving both with life-changing injuries. “What

we cannot do is allow a situ-
ation where people feel
scared to walk around the
streets,” he told AFP in his
local library. “And that’s the
position we were getting into
after that attack on the two
cousins, people just thought
it wasn’t safe to walk up and
down the road anymore.”

‘Melted their skin’    
With many offenders in

their teens or early 20s, East
Ham’s borough of Newham in

east London has preempted new legislation by asking
shopkeepers to challenge young people buying acid and
refuse sales if they are suspicious of customers’ intentions.
“The response in Newham has been really positive...
Shopkeepers are actually very happy to be involved in

addressing this problem,” said Timms. While police have
had some success in confiscating acid on the streets,
Hackney’s borough commander Simon Laurence appealed
to parents, teachers and social workers to ask young people
what they’re carrying in plastic bottles. 

“What’s in it? Why are they carrying it? Because the
police can’t stop this alone, and we need the help of the
community,” he told AFP outside Mangle nightclub in east
London, where 22 people were injured in April with a sub-
stance the same strength as hydrochloric acid. “It melted
their skin, and they would have been in horrendous pain.
Some of those victims will have life-changing injuries that
they will be reminded of every day,” Laurence said, after a
25-year-old man was convicted over the attack.

London police carry acid response kits to treat victims
and Laurence said the force wanted to be able to test sub-
stances on the streets. “The bit we’ve got to be able to get
better at is identifying what’s in the bottle when someone’s
carrying it-and to stop people thinking they’re able to use
it to cause such horrendous injuries.” Fearful of returning to
work, Hussain thinks more still needs to be done to make
people realise the devastating impact of such a weapon.
“Why (do) they use the acid to destroy somebody’s face,
and destroy somebody’s life?” he asked.—AFP 

Fear in London as acid attacks soar
British capital records 454 acid attacks last year

City of the dead 
takes shape 
underneath 
Jerusalem
JERUSALEM: Under the serene and silent hills
of Jerusalem’s largest Jewish cemetery, a team
drills into stone to create a vast underground
burial site, melding modern technologies with
ancient concepts.  A shortage of burial space in
Jerusalem along with the requirements of Jewish
law have brought together religious undertakers
and a tunneling expert to create the new under-
ground complex. When completed, it will contain
thousands of new graves set among state-of-
the-art lighting, elevators and ventilation sys-
tems, at a cost of some 200 million shekels ($57
million, 48 million euros).

Officials overseeing the project call it the first
of its kind in the modern world.  On a recent day,
heavy equipment gnawed away at the stone
under the plots of Har Hamenuhot, Jerusalem’s
largest Jewish cemetery on the city’s western
outskirts. Traditional Judaism requires the
deceased to be buried in earth, as per the verse
in the Bible’s Book of Genesis about man’s
inevitable “return to the ground”, and prohibits
moving the interred. Finite land resources have
forced religious burial societies, known as Hevra
Kadisha, to find solutions.  In recent years,
cemeteries have installed burial walls and other
types of structures. But the situation in
Jerusalem is perhaps more dire than elsewhere.
It is where, according to Jewish belief, the resur-

rection of the dead will commence at the end of
times. As a result, Jews from around the world
have strived throughout history to have their
remains laid to rest in Jerusalem, creating a huge
challenge for the city’s burial societies. “We can’t
keep up with the demand for cemetery space,”
said Yehuda Bashari, of Hevra Kadisha Kehilat
Jerusalem, which is responsible for some 60 per-
cent of Jewish burial plots in the city, “hence the
idea of underground burial.”

Around 22,000 graves
Bashari’s organization had long considered

the idea of an underground site, but nothing
came of it until one of Israel’s top tunnellers

could no longer stand the sight of Har
Hamenuhot endlessly expanding on a hill over-
looking the highway to Tel Aviv. “Every morning
I’d drive in and see the cemetery,” said Arik
Glazer, CEO of Rolzur Tunnelling, which is also
carrying out digging for the city’s new central
train station. “It just looked bad.” Glazer had
heard of a paper written at Israel’s prestigious
Technion Institute of Technology about under-
ground burial spaces and “formulated an idea
for how to solve the problem”. 

They started digging in 2014. In a vast under-
ground hall, laborers wearing helmets and fluores-
cent vests operate a massive drill to pierce a hole into
its wall, sending fine dust flying.  —AFP

Man with young 
woman’s heart
CAPE TOWN: Fifty years ago South
Africa stunned the world: A surgeon in
Cape Town, Christiaan Barnard, suc-
cessfully transplanted the heart of a
woman into the chest of a dying man.
Here is a narrative, largely based on
AFP reporting at the time, of the
extraordinary details surrounding the
first human-to-human heart transplant.

A terrible accident
Ann Washkansky could not have

imagined that the traffic accident she
comes across on December 2, 1967,
would bring both life and fame to her
terminally ill husband. As Washkansky is
driving back from visiting her husband
at Groote Schuur Hospital in Cape Town
when she sees a vehicle slam into
Denise Darvall, a young bank worker, as
she is crossing a busy road. Her body
flies through the air and her head
smashes into a parked car, fracturing
her skull. It is soon clear that Darvall is
brain dead. But her heart is still beating.

‘Save this man’ 
Louis Washkansky, 53, has been told

he has only weeks left to live because of
severe heart failure. He accepts without
hesitation a barely imaginable proposi-

tion from Barnard: a heart transplant.
Successful transplants of kidneys and
livers have been carried out for years
but none so far with a human heart, the
core of life itself. The father of 25-year-old
Denise quickly gives his consent. “If you
can’t save my daughter, you must try and
save this man,” Edward Darvall is quoted
as saying in Donald McRae’s 2006 book
“Every Second Counts: The Race to
Transplant the First Human Heart”.

‘It’s going to work!’  
The operation starts in the early

hours of December 3. Denise’s heart is
removed and placed in a 10-degree
Celsius (50-degree Fahrenheit) solution
for transfer to an operating room where
around 20 doctors, nurses and techni-
cians are gathered around Louis. The
tension is knife-edge, a young intern
who was present recounts in an AFP
story filed the following day. “When the
last anastomosis (connection) was done,
it was the moment of truth. Everyone
craned their necks for a better view. In
the complete silence, Professor Barnard
murmured: ‘Christ, it’s going to work!’,”
says the intern, whose name is not giv-
en. “The anaesthetist then called out the
pulse rate: 50, 70, 75 and then, half an
hour later, 100,” the intern recounts.
“The mood was extraordinary. We knew
everything had gone well. Suddenly, the
professor removed his gloves and asked
for a cup of tea.” —AFP

LONDON: Motorcycle delivery drivers and motorcyclists take part in a demonstration in Parliament Square in central London, following a spate of acid attacks
on July 13. —AFP 

New legislation 
seeks to curb 
selling of acid 

JERUSALEM: Photo shows a worker standing next to burial holes bored
into the wall in the underground burial site dug below Jerusalem’s Har
Hamenuhot Jewish cemetery. —AFP 


