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Conspiracy theories 
fueling widespread 
polio outbreak in 
Afghanistan
KANDAHAR: Two-year-old Farid should have been
vaccinated against polio, but his family-like many in
rural Afghanistan-believed the conspiracy theories
and refused to have him inoculated. He contracted the
virus, and now faces a crippling life sentence battling
a potentially fatal disease with no cure. “When the
doctors told me he had polio, I felt remorse. I had
believed people who told me the polio vaccine was a
plot against Muslims,” Abdul Wali, the child’s uncle
and head of the family, told AFP of his decision to rule
against inoculation. 

In the past decade, the numbers of people infected
with polio declined from a high of 80 in 2011 to 13 in
2016. But last year there was a jump in new cases
with 21 reported across the country.

Polio immunization is compulsory in Afghanistan,
but distrust of vaccines is rife, and the programs are
difficult to enforce particularly in rural regions. The
Taleban, having previously restricted access to such
programs for residents living in areas it controls, says
it has instituted a total ban on inoculations.  Militants
and religious leaders tell the community that vaccines
are a Western conspiracy aiming to sterilize Muslim
children, or that such programs are an elaborate cov-
er for Western or Afghan government spies.

The CIA used a fake immunization campaign to
help track down Al-Qaeda leader Osama Bin Laden
in the Pakistani town of Abbottabad, where US
forces later killed him in 2011, which has fuelled the
conspiracy theories. Fears run so deep that some
parents force their children to vomit after they
receive the compulsory polio drops in government-
run health centers. “We see this a lot,” said Aziza
Watanwal, a doctor in Kandahar city. “They believe
in the propaganda”.

Yar Mohammad, who brought his three-year-old
daughter Razia to a local clinic in Kandahar province

in southern Afghanistan, said the local mullah told
villagers the polio vaccine weakens one’s faith. The
child contracted the disease. “Now she is paralyzed,”
Mohammad said, as he looked at his daughter lying
in a bed.

‘Infidel’s Campaign’ 
In the border region between Afghanistan and

Pakistan, home largely to conservative tribal commu-
nities, claims that the polio vaccine contains impure
particles-including blood from pigs, a taboo animal in
Islam-are widely shared. “I have heard from elders
and scholars here and in Pakistan that the polio vac-
cine is impure and those who receive it will grow up
with a weak faith in Allah,” Kandahar city resident
Abdul Wasay Rahimi said. All seven of Afghanistan’s
polio cases so far this year have been in Taleban-con-

trolled areas across the south, according to health
officials.

Hedayatullah Stanikzai, a senior adviser to the
Afghan health minister, said the Taleban last year had
barred house-to-house vaccinations, forcing health
workers to use mosques as vaccination centers.
Health experts view the door-to-door vaccination
campaign as the best way to eradicate polio. But the
tactic has fallen under a cloud of suspicion, in part
because of the CIA ruse.

We tell residents the vaccination workers “are
helping the vulnerable children. They are not spies,”
Stanikzai said. Taleban spokesman Zabihul lah
Mujahid said his organization believed polio vaccina-
tion workers use the programs as a ruse to gather
intelligence in areas under insurgent control, then
report this to foreign forces.

Beijing denies
‘hit-and-run’ in 
South China Sea 
MANILA: Beijing confirmed yesterday
that a Chinese vessel hit a Philippine
fishing boat in a collision which has
increased tensions in the disputed South
China Sea, but denied claims it was a “hit
and run”. The Chinese trawler sailed
away after the incident Sunday near
Reed Bank that sank the fishing boat,
sparking outrage from Philippine author-
ities and media.

While President Rodrigo Duterte has
largely set aside the once tense stand-
off with China over the resource-rich
waterway, many in the Philippines bristle
at Beijing’s actions in the sea. The
Chinese embassy in Manila said the crew
of trawler Yuemaobinyu 42212 “bumped
into” the Philippine boat and then left
due to safety fears. “The Chinese captain
tried to rescue the Filipino fisherman, but
was afraid of being besieged by other
Filipino fishing boats,” the statement
said.

It went on to say the incident was not
a “hit-and-run”, as some Philippine
authorities had claimed, because the
trawler “confirmed the fishermen from
the Filipino boat were rescued”.
However, the 22 fishermen told a very

different story, saying they had spent
hours in the water awaiting help. They
were eventually picked up by a
Vietnamese boat and brought home
Friday aboard a Philippine navy vessel.
The Philippine coast guard has started
an investigation of the incident which
Duterte’s spokesman branded as “outra-
geous and barbaric”.

Opposition lawmaker Francis
Pangilinan branded China’s version of
events “as fake as its territorial claims,”
and called for Philippine leaders to stand
up to Beijing.  “Now is the time to show
real grit and toughness,” Pangilinan said.
“There is never a time to be meek and
submissive before a foreign power that
endangers our own people.” Duterte has
yet to make any public comment but he
recently criticised China’s assertive
stance over the sea. “I love China... but it
behoves upon us to ask, ‘Is it right for a
country to claim the whole ocean?’” he
said in a speech last month.

Manila’s Foreign Secretary Teodoro
Locsin said this week that he had lodged
a diplomatic protest with China over the
sinking. Chinese foreign ministry
spokesman Geng Shuang on Thursday
called the incident “an ordinary maritime
traffic accident”. Geng said it was irre-
sponsible for the Philippines to “politi-
cize the incident without verification”.
Competing claims over the South China
Sea are a point of regional contention
because trillions of dollars of goods pass

through it, and rich petroleum reserves
are thought to sit deep beneath its
waters.

Reed Bank, an area claimed by Manila
and Beijing, is within the Philippines’
200-nautical-mile exclusive economic
zone and far from China’s nearest major
landmass. Manila won a key 2016 ruling

against China’s claims in the waterway,
but Duterte opted to set it aside in
exchange for Chinese investments.
Opposition politicians as well as seg-
ments of the public and media charge
that Duterte has bartered away
Philippine sovereignty with little to show
in return. —AFP

South Sudan sees 
record hunger levels, 
despite peace deal
JUBA: A record number of almost seven million
people are facing severe hunger in South Sudan,
despite a peace agreement which has largely
stopped fighting after more than five years of war,
UN agencies warned Friday. “Every year, hunger
reaches new and unprecedented levels in South
Sudan with millions of people unsure where their
next meal will come from, particularly at this time
of the year when hunger peaks from May to July,”
Hsiao-Wei Lee of the World Food Programme
(WFP) said in Juba.

UN-backed assessments use a ranking called
the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification
(IPC), which rates hunger levels from one to five.
The WFP, Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) and children’s agency Unicef said about 1.8
million people in South Sudan were in an “emer-
gency,” or level four, which means large gaps
between meals, acute malnutrition and excess
deaths.

More than five million others are also having to
skip meals. At the beginning of 2019, it was esti-
mated that 6.1 million people were facing hunger.
But this figure now stands at 6.9 million people -
about 61 percent of the population. Under the IPC
system, level five is classified as “catastrophe,”
and when it applies to 20 percent of the popula-
tion is deemed a famine. South Sudan declared a
“man-made” famine in 2017. While the technical
requirements for a famine are not currently met,
the overall number of people requiring food aid
has increased by about two million.

A statement from the agencies said the annual
lean season “started early following record low
stocks from the poor 2018 harvest and has been
further extended by the delayed onset of 2019
seasonal rains.” Persistent economic instability,
years of fighting and displacement and high food
prices have all made access to food more diffi-
cult. If the current situation continues, about
21,000 people could slide into “famine” condi-
tions, said Pierre Vauthier, deputy country direc-
tor for the FAO.

This estimation has dropped from about
30,000 in January. “With greater stability in the
country, access to those in need has improved,
allowing us to treat more than 100,000 children
suffering from severe malnutrition in the first five
months of the year, with more than 90 per cent of
those children recovering,” said Mohamed Ag
Ayoya, UNICEF’s representative in South Sudan.
“But malnutrition levels remain critical in many
areas and our fear is that the situation could wors-
en in the coming months.”

South Sudan descended into war in 2013 when
President Salva Kiir accused his former deputy
and fellow former rebel leader Riek Machar of
plotting a coup. The war, marked by ethnic vio-
lence and brutal atrocities, has left about 380,000
dead while some four million have fled their
homes. Under a peace agreement signed in
September, Kiir agreed to set up a unity govern-
ment with Machar, who is to return from exile, but
that has been delayed by six months unti l
November. —AFP

KOLKATA: A leading Indian doctors’ association
called for a nationwide strike tomorrow, stepping up
protests by medical staff demanding better security at
hospitals after an attack on doctors in Kolkata. The
move could paralyze hundreds of government-run
health facilities across India. Thousands of doctors
across the country went on a strike on Friday. The state
of West Bengal, of which Kolkata is capital, has been
the worst hit by the strike with at least 13 big govern-
ment hospitals affected.

The protests were launched in response to an attack
at the NRS Medical College in Kolkata on Monday that
left three junior doctors seriously injured after a dis-

pute with a family whose relative had died. Doctors
demanding better security began a strike but their
action was confined to the state. West Bengal Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee condemned them on
Thursday, saying police did not strike when one of their
colleagues was killed.

Banerjee’s remarks, which included a warning that
junior doctors would be evicted from their hostels if
they did not go back to work, triggered a nationwide
reaction. The Indian Medical Association (IMA) said
the “barbaric” attack at the NRS reflected a national
problem and called for a countrywide protest. It also
demanded legislation to safeguard doctors.

Nearly 30,000 doctors were on a one-day strike on
Friday, most in West Bengal, New Delhi and the western
state of Maharashtra, according to figures proved by
medical associations. The IMA had previously called
for a protest on Friday, but later in the day asked for the
protests to continue over the weekend, and a nation-
wide withdrawal of non-essential services in all health
care institutions on June 17.

All emergency and casualty services will continue to
function, IMA, which represents nearly 350,000 doc-
tors in the country, said. The federal health minister
Harsh Vardhan called for doctors to be protected. “The
government must pass a law to make any attack on doc-

tors a non-bailable offence with minimum 12 years of
jail,” Vardhan, who is himself a doctor, said on Twitter.

India spent an estimated 1.4% of its gross domestic
product on healthcare in 2017/18, among the lowest
proportions in the world. Many millions of Indians
depend on the cheap but inadequate public health sys-
tem. Saradamani Ray, whose 77-year old father is a
patient at the NRS Medical College, said she would
have to move him because of the strike. “I will have to
take my father somewhere else for his dialysis, maybe a
private hospital,” she told Reuters. “It will cause a lot of
financial strain, but there’s nothing I can do. I will have
to pay.”  —Reuters

Protests in response to attack on doctors in eastern India

India doctors to widen strike, 
demanding improved safety

ARGHANDAB: Afghan health workers along with polio immunization team members arrive at a house during a vaccination
campaign in Kandahar province’s Arghandab district.  —AFP 

MANILA: Activists burn a mock Chinese flag with a map of the South China
Sea during a protest in front of the Chinese consulate in Manila, against
the Asian superpower’s growing sway in the Philippines and as tensions
rise over Beijing’s presence in the disputed South China Sea.  —AFP

Beyond shelter in a 
storm, Odisha eyes 
sturdier homes, 
power and trees
BHUBANESWAR: Six weeks after India’s eastern state of
Odisha was battered by the strongest storm since 2013, offi-
cials are considering how to build back damaged homes and
power networks to better withstand future wild weather, as
well as protecting the coast with trees. When powerful
Cyclone Fani swept ashore, the wind yanked a huge banyan
tree from the soil and crashed it onto Phula Rout’s corrugat-

ed-roof home in Shastri Nagar slum in Bhubaneswar city.
As the tree’s roots began to pop, 30-year-old domestic

worker Rout and her family rushed outside their two-room
house. The Routs were lucky, but many of the more than 16
million people in the path of the storm were saved instead by
careful disaster planning, which led to an evacuation of 1.1 mil-
lion to safer shelter ahead of the cyclone striking in early May.

Right after, Odisha Chief Minister Naveen Patnaik said
the state government aimed to substantially reduce damage
in future disasters as it moved into recovery and recon-
struction mode. The storm will have cost the state about
$1.3 billion, including loss of public property and the cost of
recovery, said Bishnupada Sethi, chief of the Odisha State
Disaster Management Authority (OSDMA). Around Odisha,
more than half a million homes were damaged, close to 1.5
million trees uprooted, and much of its energy infrastructure
was destroyed.

In Shastri Nagar, where about 60% of families lost their

homes, the worst-hit were still on the streets more than a
week afterwards, struggling without power in harsh heat
and humidity. “We are cooking, eating and sleeping on this
sidewalk,” Rout’s rickshaw-driver husband Manoj told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. He paid wood-cutters a
week’s wages to chip at the banyan tree until it could be
rolled off the roof. Clearing Bhubaneswar of fallen trees and
vegetation took well over a fortnight.

After the storms, hundreds of government workers were
deployed to map out damaged homes in poor areas, many
of them roofed with thatch, tin or corrugated cement sheets.
Nearly all the households identified have received more
than 2,500 rupees ($36) to buy plastic sheeting for roofs,
and 50 kg (110 lb) of rice to feed them in the short term.
Chief Minister Patnaik said in mid-May that there was “a
dire need” to build disaster-resilient housing along Odisha’s
coastal belt, which is vulnerable to cyclones, having experi-
enced four major storms in the last six years. —Reuters


