
Chaos, tragedy 
in Indian ‘brain 
fever’ outbreak
MUZAFFARPUR: The stench of urine, chlo-
rine, vomit and death fills the main hospital in
Muzaffarpur, the epicenter of a brain fever
outbreak in India that has killed over 100 chil-
dren since June 1. Doctors are not sure what
the cause is, but one theory is that the culprit
is a toxin found in lychees eaten by children of
poor families who go to bed with empty stom-
achs. One of the distraught parents crowding
the chaotic corridors of the Sri Krishna
Medical College and Hospital (SKMCH) is
Dilip Sahni, 25, a construction worker and
father of three.

He brought his daughter Muskan, aged four-
and-a-half, to the SKMCH early in the morning,
only 24 hours after she fell ill. There almost 100
other children are being treated, many sharing
beds. “When her mother went in to wake her
yesterday at 11 am, she was shocked to see her
hands and legs tightened and her teeth sticking
together,” Sahni told AFP.

“Her mother started screaming for help, and
we rushed her to the Kejriwal hospital. At mid-
night the hospital doctors told us to take her to
SKMCH,” he said. “Early morning we shifted
her here but her condition has been deterio-
rating,” Sahni said before breaking down. Not
long afterwards came the news that little
Muskan had died. She was very likely just the
latest victim in a health crisis blamed on Acute
Encephalitis Syndrome (AES) in the dirt-poor,
baking hot eastern state of Bihar.

The onset is lightning fast, its young victims
quickly developing a high fever, seizures, and
vomiting. All often, if treatment is not swift,
leading to death. A total of 118 children have
died so far this month, authorities said yester-
day. “Obviously it is tough to make ends meet
and raise three children. But I try my best. She
was a healthy and playful child,” Sahni had

said when he had brought his daughter in.
“The night before she had eaten bread, she did
not have any lychees. It was 10 days ago she
had the fruit,” he said.

‘Dying with worry’ 
As the hospital guards scream at parents

not to crowd the wards, Raju Kumar, 35, a
father of five, has just admitted his two-and-
half-year-old son to the intensive care unit. “I
am dying with worry. So many dead bodies of
little children I have seen standing here. I am
just praying my son is saved somehow,” Kumar,
who owns a clothes shop, told AFP. “He fell
unconscious suddenly the day before yester-
day. We rushed him here immediately,” he says,
holding his four-month-old baby in his arms.

Another being admitted is Krimta Kumari,
a girl around nine years old sat on her
father’s lap in a yellow T-shirt, visibly flushed
with fever and unable to keep her eyes open
or speak properly. Just then, there is a power
cut, leaving mothers in colorful saris and gold

nose studs to try and cool their sick children
in the sweltering hospital with hand-held
fans. Bihar, home to almost 100 million peo-
ple, has also been hit by a heatwave, with
temperatures of 45 degrees Celsius (113
Fahrenheit) killing 197 people this summer -
including 97 since Saturday.

Sleepless nights 
Not only is Bihar poor, its healthcare sys-

tem is in a dire state. For every 100,000 peo-
ple there are fewer than two health workers,
compared to the average for India of around
nine, according to the Hindustan Times daily.
“We as doctors are trying our best to save the
lives of as many children as possible,” said
Srikant Prasad Bharti, an overworked junior
paediatric doctor at the SKMCH. “No one
talks about how many sleepless nights we have
been spending to look after the sick kids. No
one is talking about the children who have
been cured. It is easy to blame hospitals and
doctors,” he complained. — AFP
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KINSHASA: Yellow taxis clog up the streets of Kinshasa, capital of Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Cities almost everywhere have transport problems-just ask people stuck in traffic jams or overcrowded trains for their opinion. — AFP 

KINSHASA: Cities almost everywhere have transport
problems - just ask people stuck in traffic jams or over-
crowded trains for their opinion. But daily travel in
Kinshasa, capital of Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), may well have the best claim on World’s Worst
Commuter Nightmare. In a mega-hub of 13 million, the
ride to work is a battle with choked, pot-holed streets and
jam-packed buses, yellow taxis and motorbikes, to the
backdrop of blaring horns, pollution, hawkers and acci-
dents. In short, a transport hell... and in a sauna-like heat.

During peak time, commuters jostle to board creak-
ing buses or taxis where they will become intimately
familiar with the anatomy and odor of their fellow
humans for the next hour or two. “Every day we’re
packed in like sardines. You get there exhausted,”
sighed law student Esperant Kashama. At rush hour, it
is not uncommon for average speeds to be well below
10 kilometers per hour. In poorer areas such as Lemba,

Matete and Ndjili, it can take up to two hours to reach
Gombe, the city’s business heart.

Infrastructure
Like Africa’s two other megacities, Cairo and Lagos,

Kinshasa has failed to successfully manage the twin
challenges of a growing population and weak infra-
structure. The task is only going to get worse in the
coming years, for, by 2030, Kinshasa will rank as the
10th most populous city in the world, according to UN
estimates. Lacking a suburban rail network, the city is
fatally dependent on the road. President Felix
Tshisekedi has floated development plans to widen vital
bridges spanning the Congo River, but the scheme is
already under fire, with critics saying they encroach on
public spaces.

His initiative adds to a string of attempts to free up
the capital’s clogged roads. These include solar-pow-

ered aluminum robots equipped with cameras and
lights to regulate the flow of traffic and send real-time
images to police. The government has also purchased
dozens of buses from foreign firms to make the ride
more comfortable - if not necessarily speedier - for
commuters. In the past, battered local buses were nick-
named “Spirits of Death” due to their shoddy mainte-
nance. The new vehicles have been baptized the more
optimistic-sounding: “Spirits of Life.”

Kickbacks
Some transport startups have been working to

address the issues, with the development of Uber-style
taxi apps. One of these, Ubizcabs, is squarely aimed at
the middle classes with air-conditioned saloons costing
around $40 for a run to the airport — out of reach for
the vast majority of Congolese.  “We began with the
middle class. We wanted to keep the same standards

with different models of vehicle in order to meet the
needs of the whole population,” company head Patricia
Nzolantima said.

The authorities have also attempted a crackdown on
dodgy cab drivers in a bid to reduce robberies and
abductions. Last year, owners of taxis and taxi-buses
were ordered to repaint their vehicles yellow and make
sure licence plates were clearly visible. Now the city
has a wave of yellow vehicles, but Sonia — not her real
name - was still a victim of a crime. 

“I got into a collective taxi at the same time as some
other guy. I thought he was a client. But he was an
accomplice,” the student and model said. On the back
seat, the young woman was throttled and robbed of her
telephone and $130 (115 euros), before being thrown
out of the taxi. “I filed a complaint,” she said. “The
police asked me to pay (the equivalent of) $100 to open
an investigation.” — AFP 
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MUZAFFARPUR: An Indian child suspected to have Acute Encephalitis Syndrome (AES)
arrives at the government-run Sri Krishna Medical College and Hospital in Muzaffarpur
district in the eastern state of Bihar. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: President Donald
Trump lost his nominee for Pentagon
chief on Tuesday, adding to the volatility
in a tense standoff with Iran, which
claimed to have dismantled a CIA net-
work. Foreign powers are watching the
situation in the Mideast with growing
concern as Tehran and Washington
exchange warnings about an escalation in
their conflict. Trump - in his latest com-
ments that appear to contradict more
hardline advisors - told TIME magazine
late Monday he considers explosions on
two oil tankers, blamed by Washington
on Iran, to have been only “very minor.”

But his policy was thrown into further
uncertainty by the abrupt withdrawal of
his pick for defense secretary. Trump
announced on Twitter that Patrick
Shanahan was quitting to spend time with
his family. The former Boeing executive
has seen his candidacy bogged down for
months in Congress and the last straw
appeared to be revelations of violent
incidents during his previous marriage.

Trump named army secretary Mark
Esper as his new pick. He will start work
on June 24. The upheaval leaves the
Pentagon without a permanent boss since
the shock resignation of the respected
James Mattis in December last year.
Despite Trump’s comments to TIME,
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo warned
Iran that the United States is serious
about curbing what it calls Iranian
aggression.

Another 1,000 troops were ordered to
deploy on Monday, in addition to power-
ful air and naval forces sent earlier. That
deployment should “convince the Islamic
government of Iran that we are serious
and to deter them from further aggres-

sion in the region,” Pompeo said Tuesday.
Trump also told TIME he would “certain-
ly” order a war if necessary to stop Iran
getting nuclear weapons - something the
country says it does not want to do.

Spy claims
In Tehran, officials said they had dis-

mantled a US spy network. Tehran’s
announcement came a day after it said its
uranium stockpile would from June 27
begin to surpass a limit agreed in a 2015
international nuclear deal that Trump uni-
laterally abandoned in May last year.
Tensions between Tehran and
Washington have grown ever since, with
the US bolstering its military presence in
the region, reimposing sanctions and
blacklisting Iran’s elite Revolutionary
Guards as a terrorist organization.

“Following clues in the American intel-
ligence services, we recently found the
new recruits Americans had hired and
dismantled a new network,” Iran’s state
news agency IRNA said, quoting an
intelligence ministry official. It said some
members of the alleged CIA network had
been arrested and handed over to the
judiciary, while others still required
“additional investigations.” The agency’s
source did not specify how many agents
were arrested or if they were operating
only in Iran.

In Moscow, President Vladimir Putin’s
spokesman Dmitry Peskov on Tuesday
urged all sides “to show restraint” while
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
warned them “not to open a Pandora’s
box.” He urged Washington to “change
its practice of extreme pressure” but also
called on Tehran not to abandon the
nuclear agreement “so easily.”  — AFP
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