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Bangladesh halts breast milk 
scheme after Islamist backlash

Bushfires reach 
Melbourne as 
heatwave fans 
Australia blazes
MELBOURNE: Around 100,000 people were urged to
flee five Melbourne suburbs yesterday evening as
Australia’s spiraling bushfire crisis killed a volunteer
firefighter battling a separate blaze in the countryside.
Authorities in the country’s second-biggest city down-
graded an earlier bushfire emergency warning but said
residents should steer clear of the blaze, which has
burned through 40 hectares (nearly 100 acres) of
grassland.  

In Bundoora-just 16 kilometers (10 miles) north of
the city center and home to two major Australian uni-
versity campuses-the fire’s spread toward houses had
been halted for now but it was yet to be brought under
control, said Victoria Emergency. Local media showed
images of water bombers flying over neighborhoods,
and families hosing down their homes in the hope of
halting the fire’s spread.

A volunteer firefighter died in New South Wales
state and two others suffered burns while working on a
blaze more than five hours south-west of Sydney, the
Rural Fire Service said. “It’s believed that the truck
rolled when hit by extreme winds,” the agency said in a
tweet. Ten others, including two volunteer firefighters,
have been killed so far this fire season. The crisis has
focused attention on climate change-which scientists
say is creating a longer and more intense bushfire sea-
son-and sparked street protests calling for immediate
action to tackle global warming.

While conservative Prime Minister Scott Morrison
belatedly acknowledged a link between the fires and
climate change, he has continued his staunch support
of Australia’s lucrative coal mining industry and ruled
out further action to reduce emissions. The blazes have
also destroyed more than 1,000 homes and scorched
more than three million hectares (7.4 million acres) —
an area bigger than Belgium.

A heatwave sweeping the country yesterday fuelled
the latest destruction in Australia’s devastating summer
fire season, which has been turbocharged by a pro-
longed drought and climate change.

Conditions worsened on Friday with high winds and
temperatures soaring across the country-reaching 47
degrees Celsius (117 Fahrenheit) in Western Australia
and topping 40 degrees in every region-including the
usually temperate island of Tasmania. More than a
dozen blazes are also raging in Victoria’s East
Gippsland countryside, where authorities said “quite a
number” of the 30,000 tourists visiting the usually
picturesque region had heeded calls to evacuate.

Some of the fires were burning so intensely that
hundreds of firefighters were pulled back beyond a
front estimated to stretch 1,000 kilometers (600
miles). It was deemed “unsafe” for them to remain in
bushland areas, Gippsland fire incident controller Ben
Rankin said, describing the situation as “very intense”.

‘Too late to leave’ 
Authorities had warned tourists enjoying Australia’s

summer holidays in East Gippsland that the fires would
cut off the last major road stil l  open. Victoria
Emergency Management commissioner Andrew Crisp
said residents and holiday makers still in the area faced
being stranded as it was now “too late to leave”, with
his agency warning it was “not possible” to provide aid
to all visitors in the area.

Neighbouring South Australia is also experiencing
“catastrophic” fire conditions. The Country Fire
Service’s Brenton Eden said it would be a “very dan-
gerous” day for people in the state, with “dry” thun-
derstorms-which produce thunder and lightning but no
rain-already sparking a number of fires, including an
emergency-level blaze on Kangaroo Island.

“Winds are gusting and unfortunately this is a dry
lightning front that is going to move rapidly across
South Australia,” he told national broadcaster ABC.
Conditions were also expected to deteriorate in worst-
hit New South Wales, where 100 fires were burning
yesterday morning including more than 40 uncon-
tained. Sydney and other major cities have been
shrouded in toxic bushfire smoke haze for weeks, forc-
ing children to play indoors and causing professional
sporting events to be cancelled. The capital Canberra
has cancelled its New Year’s Eve fireworks display due
to a total fire ban in the Australia Capital Territory,
while several regional towns have also followed suit. A
petition to cancel Sydney’s famous New Year’s Eve
fireworks and use the money to fight bushfires ringing
the city has topped 270,000 signatures, but officials
say the show will go on. — AFP

Religious leaders claim plan could lead to breaches of sharia law
DHAKA: A Bangladesh hospital has suspended plans to
give donated breast milk to babies after a backlash by
Muslim clerics who said the scheme violated Islamic law.
The program aimed to feed up to 500 orphans and
infants of working mothers in the Muslim-majority coun-
try, which has high rates of child malnutrition and stunt-
ed growth.

Bangladesh’s top Islamic leadership has not yet made a
ruling on the milk bank, but it was halted after critics said
the plan could lead to breaches of sharia law if two babies
drank milk from the same mother and later married. “Their
entire marriage and lineage would become illegal,” said
Gazi Ataur Rahman, a spokesman of the influential Islami
Andolan Bangladesh political party. 

Another Islamist, Ahmed Abdul Kaiyum, said Sharia law
did not allow for milk banks. “It would go against Islam,”
he said, suggesting that the authorities should have dis-
cussed this “very sensitive issue” beforehand with clerics.

Strict safeguards 
Prominent Islamic cleric Fariduddin Masoud struck a

conciliatory note, however, saying authorities should find
out if and how Muslim majority nations such as Pakistan,

Iran, Iraq and Malaysia have set up human milk banks.
“We should see how they have solved the issue. We should
sit together to find a solution,” he said.    

The milk bank in Dhaka was slated to start this month,
but project co-ordinator Mojibur Rahman said it had
been delayed indefinitely because of the “widespread
criticism”. He added that the hospital had set up strict
safeguards for the scheme. “We collect and preserve milk
separately and rigorously record (donor) identities,” he
told AFP yesterday, a day after the milk bank’s suspension
was announced.

Top child specialists had backed the milk bank, saying it
was needed to help save child lives as well as aid their
growth. “Human milk banks are essential for orphans and
critically ill children, especially to save the lives of the
babies who are being treated at the hospital’s intensive
care unit and whose mothers are not available,” said
Mahbubul Haque, a top doctor at Dhaka’s main children’s
hospital.

“Milk banks are established in major hospitals in the
West. We should set up more such banks in all our top
hospitals for children,” he said. Some 90 percent of
Bangladesh’s 168 million people are Muslim. — AFP

2 more arrested 
in Gabon 
anti-graft sweep
LIBREVILLE, Gabon: Two senior offi-
cials, including a former minister, have
been detained in an ongoing anti-graft
operation in Gabon, a source close to
the investigation said yesterday. Justin
Ndoundangoye, a former transport min-
ister and lawmaker, “was arrested on
Thursday after trying to flee to Congo
and is currently in custody,” the source
said.

Alexis Ndouna, a former senior figure
in the ruling party, was extradited on
Saturday to Gabon from neighboring
Congo, where he had been detained.
Ndouna is “under investigation for
embezzlement of public funds and also
for a case of (alleged) rape of a minor,”
the source said.

Ndouna was picked up in the capital
of the Republic of Congo, also called
Congo-Brazzaville, under an internation-
al arrest warrant, issued in October, for
alleged sex with a 14-year-old school-
girl. Both Ndoundangoye and Ndouna

are close associates of President Ali
Bongo’s former chief of state, Brice
Laccruche Alihanga-the central figure in
an anti-graft crackdown codenamed
Scorpion.

Around a dozen people are now in
custody, including three former ministers
and a former presidential spokesman.
Laccruche was arrested on December 3
along with two other figures deemed to
be his friends-Tony Ondo Mba, the for-
mer energy minister, and Noel
Mboumba, former oil minister.

Laccruche, appointed chief of staff in
2017, gained a reputation as a power
broker in the central African state after
Bongo suffered a stroke in October last
year. Bongo returned to the country
after several months abroad for treat-
ment. Laccruche was dismissed as chief
of staff in early November after Bongo
stepped up his public appearances in a
sign of improving health.

Bongo, 60, has also appointed his
son, Noureddin Bongo Valentin, 28, to a
supporting role-”general coordinator of
presidential affairs”. The oil-rich state
has been governed by Bongo since
2009. He was elected president after the
death of his father, Omar Bongo
Ondimba, who came to power in 1967.
The country has long had a reputation
for corruption and inequality.  — AFP

China jails scientist
who gene-edited 
babies 
BEIJING: A Chinese court yesterday sentenced the scien-
tist who claimed to be behind the world’s first gene-edited
babies to three years in prison for illegal medical practice,
state media reported.

He Jiankui, who shocked the scientific community last
year by announcing the birth of twin girls whose genes
had allegedly been altered to confer immunity to HIV, was
also fined three million yuan ($430,000), Xinhua news
agency said. He, who was educated at Stanford University,
was sentenced by a court in Shenzhen for “illegally carry-
ing out the human embryo gene-editing intended for
reproduction”, Xinhua said. Two of his fellow researchers
were also sentenced. Zhang Renli was handed a two-year
jail term and fined one million yuan while Qin Jinzhou was
given 18 months, suspended for two years, and fined
500,000 yuan.

The trio had not obtained qualifications to work as
doctors and had knowingly violated China’s regulations
and ethical principles, according to the court verdict,
Xinhua said. They had acted “in the pursuit of personal
fame and gain” and seriously “disrupted medical order”, it
said. The researchers had forged ethical review materials
and recruited couples where the husband was HIV posi-
tive for their gene-editing experiments.

The trial was held behind closed doors as the case
related to “personal privacy”, Xinhua said. He’s gene-edit-
ing experiments resulted in two pregnancies-the twin girls
and third baby which had not previously been confirmed, it
said. He announced in November last year that the world’s
first gene-edited babies-the twins-had been born that

month after he altered their DNA to prevent them from
contracting HIV by deleting a certain gene under a tech-
nique known as CRISPR. Days later, He, a former associate
professor at the Southern University of Science and
Technology in Shenzhen, told a biomedical conference in
Hong Kong he was “proud” of his gene-editing work.

‘Not safe’ 
The claim shocked scientists worldwide, raising ques-

tions about bioethics and putting a spotlight on China’s lax
oversight of scientific research. “That technology is not
safe,” said Kiran Musunuru, a genetics professor at the
University of Pennsylvania, explaining that the CRISPR
molecular “scissors” often cut next to the targeted gene,
causing unexpected mutations.

“It’s very easy to do if you don’t care about the conse-
quences,” Musunuru said. Amid the outcry, He was placed
under police investigation, the government ordered a halt

to his research work and he was fired by his Chinese uni-
versity. While He’s actions “went well beyond what was
ethically acceptable”, the lack of transparency while his
case was ongoing was also concerning, said Julian
Hitchcock, a lawyer at Bristows LLP, which specializes in
human gene editing.

“News of the court’s treatment of He Jiankui and his
associates therefore appears to be something of a relief,”
Hitchcock said in a statement, while calling for China to
publish the full details of the judgment.

Gene-editing for reproductive purposes is illegal in
most countries. China’s health ministry issued regulations
in 2003 prohibiting gene-editing of human embryos,
though the procedure is allowed for “non-reproductive
purposes”. He’s gene editing meant to immunize the twins
against HIV may have failed in its purpose and created
unintended mutations, scientists said earlier this month
after the original research was published for the first time.

He claimed a medical breakthrough that could “control
the HIV epidemic”, but it was not clear whether he had
even been successful in immunizing the babies against the
virus because the team did not reproduce the gene muta-
tion that confers this resistance, scientists told the MIT
Technology Review.

While the team targeted the right gene, they did not
replicate the “Delta 32” variation required, instead creating
novel edits whose effects are not clear. Moreover, CRISPR
remains an imperfect tool because it can lead to unwanted or
“off-target” edits, making its use in humans hugely contro-
versial. In 2015, a UN bioethics committee called for a stop
to human embryo gene editing for fears it could be used to
modify the human race. But a year later Britain granted sci-
entists permission to edit embryo DNA in research on the
causes of infertility and miscarriages. And in 2017, a US sci-
ence advisory committee said such modification should be
allowed in future to eliminate disease. In November this year
the World Health Organization said it would create a global
registry to track research into human genetic manipulation
following the backlash to He’s announcement. — AFP

DHAKA: A Bangladeshi mother helping to weigh her newborn baby who is suffering various physical problems.  — AFP

HONG KONG: This file photo taken on Saturday shows
Chinese scientist He Jiankui taking part in a question and
answer session after speaking at the Second International
Summit on Human Genome Editing in Hong Kong. — AFP

Taleban deny 
ceasefire plans
in Afghanistan
KABUL: The Taleban yesterday denied
agreeing to any ceasefire in Afghanistan
after rumors swirled of a potential deal that
would see a reduction in fighting after
more than 18 years of war. The statement
from the insurgents comes as local and
international forces brace for another
bloody winter amid renewed US-Taleban
talks, after President Donald Trump called
off the negotiations earlier this year over
insurgent attacks.

“In the past few days, some media have
been releasing untrue reports about a
ceasefire... The fact is that, the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan has no ceasefire
plans,” the Taliban said.

The US and the Afghan government in
Kabul have long called for a ceasefire with
the Taleban, including during the year of
negotiations between Washington and the
Taleban that were abruptly called off by
Trump in September. However, the militants
have repeatedly stated that any potential
truce will only be ironed out after American
troops withdraw from the country. 

The US-Taleban talks, held mainly in

Doha, were aimed at allowing Washington
to begin withdrawing troops in return for
various security guarantees.  They were on
the brink of a deal when Trump abandoned
the effort in September, citing Taleban vio-
lence. Negotiations have since restarted in
Doha, but were earlier this month put on a
“pause”. Trump is looking to slash the
troop presence in Afghanistan, potentially
even before a deal between Washington
and the Taleban is cemented.

Meanwhile deadly bouts of fighting
continue, with tens of thousands of Afghan
security forces killed since they inherited
combat operations from NATO at the end
of 2014. Every day Afghans also continue
to bear the brunt of the bloody conflict.
Last week the UN said the country had
passed a grim milestone this year, with
more than 100,000 Afghan civilians killed
or wounded over the past decade.

A UN tally found that last year was
the deadliest on record, with at least
3,804 civilian deaths caused by the war-
including 927 children. Afghanistan is
also struggling with an ongoing political
dispute after officials announced prelimi-
nary results in the latest presidential
elections that put President Ashraf Ghani
on track to secure a second term.
Elections authorities have yet to declare
the results as final after receiving more
than 16,000 complaints about the polls,
with the ultimate tally expected in the
coming weeks. — AFP

2019 was hottest 
year on record 
for Russia
MOSCOW:  This year was the hottest ever
registered in Russia, the country’s weather
chief said yesterday, as climate change
pushes global temperatures to record highs.

“This year in Russia was the hottest for
the entire period of instrumental observa-
tions,” the head of the Gidromedtsentr
weather service, Roman Vilfand, told
Russian news agencies. He said Moscow’s
average temperature for 2019 had hit 7.6-
7.7 degrees Celsius (45.7-45.9 degrees
Fahrenheit), beating the previous record by
0.3 degrees. Vilfand said January will con-
tinue to be warmer than usual in almost all
regions of Russia. Weather records have
been kept since 1879 in Moscow and since
1891 in Russia as a whole.

Global warming has sent temperatures
rising around the world, with the United
Nations saying earlier this month that 2019
was on course to be one of the three
hottest years on record. Known for its cold
winters, Moscow has seen its warmest
December in a century this year. While
some flurries fell yesterday, the Russian
capital-normally blanketed with snow by
mid-December-has seen a largely snowless
and cloudy last month of the year.

The city’s ski resorts were closed and
spring buds were beginning to show on
trees-three or more months too early.

The capital usually puts on huge win-
ter celebrations during the national holi-
days over the first eight days of January
and this year is resorting to unusual
measures like dumping artificial snow in
central Moscow. Muscovites ridiculed
city hall last week when piles of snow
appeared out of nowhere on central
Tverskaya avenue, and officials explained
they were constructing a snowboarding
hill from snow gathered at the capital’s
ice skating rinks. — AFP 

MAZAR-I-SHARIF: German troops display a military vehicle at the NATO military base Camp
Marmal on the outskirts of Mazar-i-Sharif. At least seven Afghan soldiers were killed when
the Taleban attacked their base on December 24, the latest brazen assault in Afghanistan’s
north, where local and international forces are bracing for violent months ahead. — AFP


