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The 52-member expatriate group, consisting of men,
women and children, traveled to the kingdom on April 3
by bus from Kuwait on a weeklong package. The expats,
all holding valid work visas in Kuwait, included 43
Indians, five Egyptians, three Bangladeshis and one
Pakistani. Twenty-one of the pilgrims are from the Indian
state of Kerala.

Arriving at their hotel in Makkah, the pilgrims handed

over their passports to the hotel authorities, who report-
edly put them in a bag. According to sources, the pilgrims
were informed by the tour operator on April 9 that it had
lost their passports. To their dismay, they were told to be
prepared to travel to Jeddah to apply for new documents.
Many pilgrims called their relatives in Kuwait and told
them their passports were lost due to “gross negligence
of the hotel staff”. “We were shocked to learn that they
had misplaced our passports,” one of the pilgrims said.  

Cheruthuruthy said they were stressed and distraught
since they learned about the loss, but many people were
there to help them. “Indian associations like OICC Jeddah
and KMCC Makkah took painstaking efforts in sending us
back to Kuwait,” he said. He also praised Indian Embassy
officials in Jeddah who worked relentlessly for the pilgrims
to get their new passports and travel documents.

Stranded umrah 
pilgrims back... 

Continued from Page 1

At the ministry, the grilling charges that the minister
committed financial violations by squandering public
funds, and claims irregularities in appointments and pro-
motions. It also charges Jabri of committing wide ranging
violations at the agricultural authority that includes unfair

distribution of state land parcels, obstructing investiga-
tion into alleged corruption at the authority and stripping
the authority head of all his powers. 

At the sports authority, the minister is accused of mis-
using his powers. The grilling also accuses the minister of
failing to curb corruption and violations at all the three
bodies under his supervision to the extent that remarks
by the Audit Bureau about these bodies increased
markedly after the minister took over. The grilling could
end in a no-confidence vote against the minister, which if
passed, would mean an automatic dismissal. Adasani
hoped the minister meets the same fate as his two prede-
cessors, who were forced to resign following grillings. 
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The one man who displayed his bearded face also
appeared to be carrying an assault rifle.

Amaq later released a video of the eight fighters
pledging al legiance to IS supremo Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi in Arabic, a black IS flag hanging in the back-
ground. The authenticity of the image and video could
not be independently verified and the reason for the
discrepancy in the reported number of attackers was
not immediately clear. Sunday’s bombings targeting
churches and high-end hotels are among the deadliest
such attacks worldwide since the 2001 strikes on the
United States.

The Sri Lankan government yesterday blamed the
litt le-known National Thowheeth Jama’ath (NTJ)
Islamist group for the blasts, saying they were carried
out in retal iation for last month’s attacks on two
mosques in New Zealand. The presidency cited intelli-
gence saying “international terror groups” were back-

ing Sri Lankan extremists. 
Police sources told AFP yesterday that two Muslim

brothers - sons of a wealthy Colombo spice trader - were
among the perpetrators of the attacks. They blew them-
selves up as guests queued for breakfast at the Shangri-
La and Cinnamon Grand hotels in the capital, the source
said. The pair were key members of the NTJ, which the
government has previously blamed for defacing Buddhist
statues, according to an investigation officer. 

The IS statement yesterday said three fighters it
named as Abu Obeidah, Abu Baraa and Abu Moukhtar
were behind the attacks on the Shangri-La, Cinnamon
Grand and Kingsbury hotels. Three other fighters it
named as Abu Hamza, Abu Khalil and Abu Mohammad
carried out attacks on churches in the cities of Colombo,
Negombo, and Batticaloa, it said. The seventh fighter,
Abu Abdallah, killed three police officers in an attack in
a Colombo suburb, it said.

Yesterday’s claim comes one month after a Kurdish-
led Syrian force announced the fall of IS’ self-declared
“caliphate”, after routing militants from their last holdout
in east Syria with backing from a US-led coalition. The
jihadists retain a global network of recruits and have
claimed attacks in Iraq, Syria and beyond. On Sunday, IS
claimed responsibility for an attack that killed 10 people
in the Afghan capital Kabul the previous day. — AFP 
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Now researchers in China and the United States
believe they have successfully trialed a self-powered
pacemaker in adult pigs - an animal remarkably physio-
logically similar to humans. The animals selected suf-
fered from irregular heartbeat similar to human pace-
maker patients. The team developed an implantable
generator that sits on the surface of the heart and
bends with each heartbeat, thereby generating electric-
ity from kinetic energy. 

“(The pacemaker) was fully implanted in adult pigs
and all of the energy for cardiac pacing is reclaimed
from the heart-beating energy of the same animal,”
Zhou Li, from the Chinese Academy of Sciences and
lead study author, told AFP. When they powered up the

devices they found that the pigs’ irregular heartbeat
was corrected. Furthermore, the energy retained from
every heartbeat turned out to be higher than the ener-
gy demands of most current pacemakers in humans,
opening the door to someday giving patients a perma-
nent power source for their implants.

“It could be an ‘implant for life’,” said Zhou. “This is
our aim and the final goal of the scientific research in
the field.” The team stressed however that more work
was needed to determining the long-term safety and
durability of the devices before human versions could
be developed. Zhou said the self-powering technology
could also have a range of applications in areas such as
self-charging devices and “smart” clothing. 

Tim Chico, Professor of Cardiovascular Medicine
and Honorary Consultant Cardiologist, University of
Sheffield, who was not involved in the research, called
the experiment “very encouraging”. “This study was
performed in pigs, whose hearts are the same size as
humans, and so are often used to test devices or treat-
ments before use in man,” he said. The study was pub-
lished in the journal Nature Communications. — AFP 
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AHMEDABAD, India: Tens of millions of Indians, including
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, voted on India’s “Super
Tuesday” in the latest round of polls when the biggest
number of seats are decided in the country’s marathon
election. Nearly 190 million voters were eligible to vote on
117 seats spread across 15 Indian states, stretching from
the Himalayas to the Indian Ocean, in the third of the sev-
en phases of the mega polls. Heavy security has been put
in place, with violent clashes erupting between rival
groups in eastern India’s West Bengal state, killing one
political worker.

State election official Amit Yyoti Bhattaharya told AFP
that a 30-year-old man was killed in the clashes near a
polling booth in Murshidabad region.  Two more people
were injured elsewhere in the state in similar clashes.
Suspected Maoists also detonated an improvised explo-
sive device in neighboring Jharkhand state without caus-
ing any damage. 

After casting his ballot in his home state of Gujarat,
which he ruled for over a decade before leading his party
to national power in 2014, Modi compared the experience
of voting to the Hindu practice of cleansing sins by
bathing in the Ganges river. “By voting, I feel the same

sense of purity that one gets by taking a bath at the
Kumbh festival,” he said. The nationalist leader, who is
seeking a second term, met his 98-year-old mother and
then waved to supporters from an open top car that took
him to vote in Ahmedabad, Gujarat’s main city. His
rightwing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is considered the
frontrunner in the vote but faces a significant challenge
from regional parties and lead opposition Congress party
of Rahul Gandhi. Modi has made national security and
fighting terrorism his main campaign theme to blunt
opposition attacks on his handling of the economy. 

Many see the election as a referendum on his five-year
rule - which has seen impressive economic growth but not
the jobs that the BJP promised. Gujarat sends 26 lawmak-
ers to the Indian parliament and the right-wing BJP won
all of those seats in 2014. Modi voted in the constituency
where his close associate Amit Shah, the BJP president
and key powerbroker, is contesting his maiden election.
Gandhi is standing in Wayanad in Kerala state, taking a
risk as south India is considered a stronghold of regional
parties.  The opposition party leader says contesting
Wayanad is a sign of his commitment to southern India.
His opponents say it shows he fears defeat in his tradition-

al seat in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh. Under Indian
election law, candidates can contest two seats, though
they can only keep one if they win both. Gandhi is also on
the ballot for Amethi in Uttar Pradesh. 

An estimated 60 percent of eligible voters cast a ballot
in the third round, according to election authorities, lower
than the 70 percent participation in the poll’s two previ-
ous phases this month. Authorities bolstered security in
the restive Kashmir valley, where anti-India sentiment and
armed militancy often overshadow polling. Roughly 10
percent of voters turned out in the Anantnag constituency,
where polls were open on a truncated schedule for securi-
ty reasons.

Election results are to be released on May 23 and ana-
lysts say Modi is likely to see a repeat of the BJP’s 2014
performance, when the party won 282 seats. Modi has
capitalized on nationalist fervor that followed India’s air
strikes on Pakistan in February in a dispute over Kashmir.
India accused its neighbor of harboring a militant group
that claimed a deadly suicide bombing in Kashmir. The
fractured opposition, led by Congress, has sought to
attack the government over employment, the economy
and a debt crisis for Indian farmers. — AFP 

Modi among tens of millions
voting on ‘Super Tuesday’

AHMEDABAD: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi displays his
ink-marked finger after casting his vote yesterday. — AFP 

CAIRO: Egypt hosted African leaders for
emergency talks yesterday on the
upheavals in Sudan and Libya, as
President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi warned
against “a slide into chaos”. Sisi called
for a coherent regional response, as pro-
testers in Khartoum keep up demands
for a civilian government and Libyan mil-
itary strongman Khalifa Haftar’s forces
bear down on Tripoli. The leaders in
Cairo urged Sudan’s military rulers, who
took power after toppling longtime pres-
ident Omar Al-Bashir, to implement
“peaceful, organized and democratic
transition measures” within three
months, the Egyptian presidency said.

But they also agreed on “the need for
more time” for a transition, urging the
African Union to extend its end of April
deadline for the ruling military council to
hand power to civilians or face suspen-
sion from the bloc. An extension would

ease international pressure on the coun-
cil to yield power. Sudan’s army toppled
Bashir  on April 11, but protesters have
continued to hold mass rallies and world
powers have backed their calls for a
swift transition to a non-military govern-
ment - demands the council has so far
resisted.

Addressing the Sudan meeting, Sisi
called for “African solutions to African
problems” and urged the country’s polit-
ical actors to “safeguard the state’s insti-
tutions... in order to prevent a slide into
chaos”. Last month, he warned against
the dangers created by protests, without
explicitly naming Sudan or Algeria,
where demonstrations have toppled
another long-time leader, president
Abdelaziz Bouteflika.

The Egyptian president also called on
the international community to “shoulder
the pressing economic burden” facing
Sudan. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) on Sunday announced
three billion dollars in financial aid for
Khartoum. The AU suspended both
Egypt and the Central African Republic
in 2013 following coups in both coun-
tries. Both have since had their member-
ship restored. It has echoed Sudanese

protesters’ demands, saying “a military-
led transition would be completely con-
trary to the aspirations of the people of
Sudan”. Attending the Cairo talks were
senior officials from across the continent,
including South Africa, Nigeria and
Ethiopia.

The summits in Cairo were the first to
be convened by African leaders on the

crises in Sudan and Libya. The summit
on Libya would focus on “relaunching a
political process... (and) the elimination
of terrorism”, Egypt’s presidency said.
Strongman Haftar’s self-styled Libyan
National Army launched an offensive
against Tripoli, the seat of the interna-
tionally recognized unity government, on
April 4.—AFP 

IS claims Lanka
blasts, releases... 

NEW YORK: US President Donald Trump’s son-in-
law Jared Kushner said yesterday he would present
his long-awaited Middle East peace proposal around
June and that it would include a “robust business
plan” for the Palestinians. Kushner, speaking at a
forum of Time magazine, said he had hoped to offer
the proposal late last year but that Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had called elections
and still needs time to form a coalition.

“Once that’s done we’ll probably be in the middle
of Ramadan, so we’ll wait until after Ramadan and
then we’ll put our plan out,” said Kushner, a senior
advisor to Trump, referring to the Muslim fasting
month which ends in early June. Kushner’s plan has
already been met with deep skepticism from the
Palestinians, who say Trump cannot be an honest bro-
ker after he took the landmark step of recognizing
bitterly disputed Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.

But Kushner, whose own role has been questioned
due to his longstanding family ties with Netanyahu,
said he remained hopeful that his “unconventional
approach” would bear fruit. “I think that if people
focus on the old traditional talking points we will nev-
er make progress,” he said. He declined to answer if
the plan would include longstanding US support for a
Palestinian state, after hints by the administration that
it would not, but said it would include investment to
boost the Palestinian economy.

“Our focus is really on the bottom up, which is
how do you make the lives of the Palestinian people
better, what can you resolve to allow these areas to
become more investable?” he said. “We deal with all
the core status issues because you have to do it, but
we’ve also built a robust business plan for the whole
region,” he added.

‘Compromises for both’ 
Kushner also said the plan would address

Israel’s concerns over security. “I think that what
we do is something that allows for Israel to main-
tain security, but there will be tough compromises
for both,” he said. Netanyahu in his election cam-
paign vowed to annex parts of the West Bank
where Israeli settlers live, a prospect that would
doom longstanding Palestinian hopes of a state. The
Israeli leader said yesterday he plans to name a
new settlement in the occupied Golan Heights after
Trump in appreciation of his recognition of Israel’s
claim of sovereignty there.—AFP 
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CAIRO: A handout picture shows Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi (center) hosting
African leaders for summit talks on the upheavals in Sudan and Libya yesterday.— AFP 

LILONGWE, Malawi: Malawi will yesterday spearhead
large scale pilot tests for the world’s most advanced
experimental malaria vaccine in a bid to prevent the dis-
ease that kills hundreds of thousands across Africa each
year. After more than three decades in development and
almost $1 billion in investment, the cutting-edge trial will
be rolled out in Malawi’s capital Lilongwe this week and
then in Kenya and Ghana next week. It aims to immunize
120,000 children aged two years and under to assess the
effectiveness of the pilot vaccine and whether the delivery
process is feasible.

Four successive doses must be administered on a
strict timetable for it to work. Trade-named Mosquirix,
the drug has been developed by British pharmaceutical

giant GlaxoSmithKline in partnership with the PATH
Malaria Vaccine Initiative. It passed previous scientific
testing - including five years of clinical trials on 15,000
people in seven countries - and was approved for the
pilot program in 2015. Malaria episodes reduced by 40
percent in the trials. 

Although the potential vaccine will not give full protec-
tion against the mosquito-borne disease, it is the furthest
along in development and so far the most effective.
Scientists say if it was rolled out on a large scale it could
save hundreds of thousands of lives. The World Health
Organization (WHO) believes that the new vaccine brings
a key new tool beyond mosquito nets, insecticides and
drugs in the battle against the disease. Malaria killed
435,000 people in 2017. The majority of them were chil-
dren under five in Africa.

“Malaria can kill a child in less than 24 hours,” said
researcher Tisungane Mvalo, a paediatrician at University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Project-Malawi in
Lilongwe. “And even if the child survives, malaria can
impact every organ, causing brain injury or even kidney
issues. Prevention is better than treatment.”

Malaria is spread to people through the bites of infect-

ed female anopheles mosquitoes. WHO’s latest report on
malaria showed that the number of cases climbed to 219
million in 2017, two million higher than 2016. —AFP 
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LILONGWE: Mothers wait for their sick babies to receive treat-
ment at the beginning of the malaria vaccine implementation
pilot program at Mitundu Community hospital yesterday.— AFP 


