
India to make
new bid to launch
Moon rocket 
NEW DELHI: India will make a new bid to launch
a landmark mission to the Moon on Monday, a
week after aborting lift-off at the last minute be-
cause of a fuel leak, officials said. The Indian
Space Research Organization (ISRO) said it had
rescheduled the launch of Chandrayaan-2, or
Moon Chariot-2, for 2:43 pm (0913 GMT) on
Monday. India is aiming to become just the fourth
nation after Russia, the United States and China to
land a spacecraft on the Moon.

Indian space chiefs called off the planned
launch of the rocket 56 minutes before blast-off
on Monday morning because of what ISRO called
a “technical snag”. Media reports quoted ISRO
scientists saying a helium fuel leak had been de-
tected. India has spent about $140 million on

preparations for the project, which is one of the
cheapest among international space powers.

By comparison, the United States spent about
$25 billion-the equivalent of more than $100 bil-
lion in current prices-on 15 Apollo missions in the
1960s and 70s. The rocket will launch from a
space centre in Sriharikota, an island off the coast
of the southern state of Andhra Pradesh. It will
carry an orbiter, lander and a rover which has been
almost entirely designed and made in India.

The orbiter is meant to keep circling the Moon
for about one year, taking pictures of the surface
and sending back information on the atmosphere.
A lander named Vikram will take the rover to the
surface near the lunar South Pole. India’s first lunar
mission in 2008 — Chandrayaan-1 — did not land
on the Moon, but carried out a search for water
using radar.

A soft landing on the Moon would be a huge
leap forward in India’s space program, with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi determined to launch a
manned mission into space by 2022. India also has
ambitions to land a probe on Mars. In 2014, India
became only the fourth nation to put a satellite
into orbit around the Red Planet. —AFP
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KINSHASA: The World Health Organization
on Wednesday declared the Ebola outbreak in
the Democratic Republic of Congo a “public
health emergency of international concern,” a
rare designation only used for the gravest epi-
demics. The year-old Ebola epidemic in east-
ern DR Congo, the second deadliest on record,
has largely been contained to remote areas,
but this week saw a patient diagnosed with the
virus in provincial capital Goma, the first case
in a major urban hub. 

“It is time for the world to take notice,”
WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said
in a statement, as he accepted the advice of his
advisory board to invoke the emergency pro-
vision, activated by the UN health agency only
four times previously.  Those included the H1N1,
or swine flu, pandemic of 2009, the spread of
poliovirus in 2014, the Ebola epidemic that dev-
astated parts of West Africa from 2014 to 2016
and the surge of the Zika virus in 2016.

The Ebola virus is highly contagious and has
an average fatality rate of around 50 percent.
It is transmitted to humans from wild animals
and spreads among people through close con-
tact with the blood, body fluids, secretions or
organs of an infected person. Responders had
hoped that this Ebola outbreak would be easier
to control, thanks in part to a new vaccine.

While more than 160,000 people in the af-
fected provinces of North Kivu and Ituri have
been vaccinated, containment efforts have
been hampered by chronic unrest in the region
and a lack of trust in communities for health
workers. A panel of top WHO officials that met
in Geneva on Wednesday to issue the emer-
gency call expressed “disappointment about
delays in funding which have constrained the
response.”

A fresh UN funding appeal for $700 million
to cover the ensuing six months is expected in

the coming days.  Reacting to the emergency
declaration, the president of Doctors Without
Borders, Joanne Liu, called for “a change of
gear” in the response to the outbreak. “We
need to take stock of what is working and what
is not working,” she said. The International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent So-
cieties welcomed the decision, voicing hope
that the emergency call “will bring the interna-
tional attention that this crisis deserves.”

Goma case game-changer   
Since August last year, the DRC Ebola out-

break has killed more than 1,600 people out of
more than 2,500 cases.   WHO has held off on
making the emergency declaration on three
previous occasions, but the confirmation of a
case in North Kivu’s capital Goma escalated
the crisis.  Tedros this week called the Goma
patient a “potential game-changer,” because
the city is a “gateway” to Africa’s Great Lakes
region and the wider world.

The Goma patient has been described as an
evangelical preacher who travelled to Goma
from Butembo, one of the towns hardest hit by
Ebola.  He had reportedly touched several
Ebola patients in Butembo and concealed his
identity in order to evade health screenings
while en route to Goma. The emergency com-
mittee cited the patient, who has died, as a
“specific cause for concern”.

Even if the risk of global spread is “still
low”, the Goma case posed “worrying signs of
possible extension of the epidemic,” the com-
mittee said.   A city of about one million people,
Goma sits on the northern shore of Lake Kivu,
adjacent to Rwanda’s town of Gisenyi.  It has a
port that links to DRC city Bukavu and the
South Kivu province as well as an airport with
flights to the capital Kinshasa, Uganda’s En-
tebbe and Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia.

Checking temperatures at borders    
At the Goma-Gisenyi crossing on Wednes-

day, megaphone announcements instructed all
travelers to wash their hands “to prevent Ebola
sickness virus,” using basins of water with
added bleach. Health workers wearing yellow
high-visibility jackets took the temperature of
people crossing the border, in both directions.
WHO’s announcement provoked a mixed re-
sponse from DR Congo’s Health Minister Oly
Ilunga Kalenga, who has been critical of the
motive of some non-governmental organisa-
tions in raising donations for the crisis.

He said that while he “accepts” WHO’s de-
cision, he hoped it was not “the result of pres-
sure from different groups... who want to use

the statement as an opportunity to raise funds
for humanitarian actors”. “We hope there will
be greater transparency and accountability by
humanitarian actors in how they use their funds
to respond to this Ebola outbreak,” he said in
a statement. The WHO’s international health
regulations, drafted in 2005, say that the emer-
gency label should apply to a situation that is
“an extraordinary event that poses a public
health risk to other countries through interna-
tional spread and that potentially requires a co-
ordinated international response.” Some fear
that making the emergency call could trigger
border closures, which the head of the WHO
emergency panel, Robert Steffen, strongly
urged against. —AFP

GOMA: A woman gets her temperature measured at an Ebola screening station as she enters the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo from Rwanda. — AFP
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Message in a
bottle found in
Australia 
50 years on
SYDNEY: An Australian boy who discov-
ered a message in a bottle on a remote
beach may have a new penpal after the
Englishman who dropped it from an Aus-
tralia-bound ship 50 years ago was tracked
down. But Jyah Elliott, aged nine, may have
to wait some time as the message’s now 63-
year-old author is once again at sea-this
time on a cruise in the Baltic, the ABC re-
ported. Jyah discovered the decades-old
treasure in sand dunes on a South Aus-
tralian beach on Tuesday and by the next
day the writer had been located.

Paul Gilmore was just 13 when on No-
vember 17, 1969 he dropped the bottle into
the Indian Ocean hoping to reach a new
friend. The letter, which gave the ship’s loca-
tion as “1,000 miles east of Fremantle, West-
ern Australia, asked its recipient to “Please
Reply”. Although Jyah initially thought the
letter was a fake, he was quick to post a reply
on Wednesday. “He was so excited,” his
mother Carla Elliott told the ABC.

Gilmore’s sister Annie Crossland told
the ABC that her brother was currently
cruising but would be sure to contact
Jyah when he returns home.  “It’s amazing,
absolutely incredible,” Crossland said.
“He’ll be chuffed to bits.” She said the
family had long ago moved on from the
reply address on the letter. Gilmore sent
six bottles from the TSS Fairstar, a ship
that transported so-called “10-pound
Pom” migrants from Great Britain to Aus-
tralia. “The last time he was on a ship was
probably going to Australia,” she said.
“Cruises aren’t his thing.” —AFP 


