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Bangladesh’s crab 
farmers feel pinch; 
virus halts exports
DHAKA: Thousands of tons of
Bangladesh crabs earmarked for Chinese
dining tables are being left to rot
because the coronavirus has halted
exports. The Bangladesh crab industry-
which involves some 500,000 mostly
poor farmers-is facing its worst-ever
crisis as some 90 percent of all crabs
from the $30-million market are export-
ed to China.

Farmers told AFP not a single ship-
ment of crabs was flown to China since
exports were halted in the last week of
January. That period is usually the
busiest of the year because of the Lunar
New Year, where Chinese families have
lavish banquets. Many farmers had bor-
rowed from banks and money lenders at
high interest rates to boost stocks ahead

of the Lunar New Year.
“My stock is 70 percent damaged

and if I cannot move the rest in a day,
those (the rest) will die too,” Bidyut
Ghosh, a crab farmer from the south-
western town of Paikgacha said. The
crabs are harvested live and can survive
for up to 10 days in the right conditions,
but once taken from their ponds they
can’t be returned without losing quality
and condition.

Crab trader Ranjit Mondol-from in
the coastal district of Bagerhat where
some 12,000 tons or 72 million crabs
were produced last year-said prices
usually doubled or tripled at this time of
the year.

“I have lost over 12 tonnes of live
crabs in the past week. That was worth
at least $420,000,” Mondol he told AFP
as he broke down in tears, adding that he
had taken out a big loan. “Now I don’t
know how would I even pay my debts.
Perhaps I will end up in jail.” Mondol is
among thousands who switched to crab
farming as their paddy fields turned bar-

ren as climate change increased soil
salinity. “The Chinese ban... will shatter

many farmers and send them back into
poverty,” Mondol said. —AFP

KHULNA: Workers remove crabs from a pond at a crab farm in Khulna. Thousands
of tons of Bangladesh crabs earmarked for Chinese dining tables are being left to
rot because the coronavirus has halted exports.  —AFP

Kim Jong Un makes  
first appearance in 
weeks; coronavirus 
rages next door
SEOUL: North Korea’s Kim Jong Un marked the birth
anniversary of the country’s former leader yesterday, in
his first reported public appearance in over three
weeks as a deadly coronavirus rages in neighboring
China. Kim “paid high tribute” to his father Kim Jong Il
at the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun in Pyongyang that
holds the embalmed bodies of his father and grandfa-
ther, the official Rodong Sinmun newspaper reported.

The COVID-19, which originated in China and has
killed more than 1,600 people, has alarmed the North,
prompting it to close its borders and suspend all flights
and trains to and from its giant neighbor and most
important ally. Pyongyang has said nothing about cases
in the North, but it has stopped international tourism
and extended the quarantine period to 30 days for
those suspected of carrying the virus, including for-
eigners. State media has carried photos of mask-wear-
ing officials holding emergency meetings as well as
images of workers disinfecting public places including
hospitals, schools, railway stations and hair salons.

The appearance is Kim’s first in 22 days after he

attended Lunar New Year festivities then disappeared
from the public eye amid global concern over the coro-
navirus outbreak. The North has poor medical infra-
structure and a chronic shortage of medicines and has
taken similar action in the past-it banned tourists for
more than four months from October 2014 to keep out
the Ebola virus, even though no cases had been report-
ed in Asia.

At Mansu hill in Pyongyang on Sunday, a steady
stream of North Koreans lined up to pay their own
respects, placing flowers at the feet of the giant bronze
statues of Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung, the country’s
founder. The anniversaries of the births and deaths of
the two elder Kims are major holidays on the North
Korean calendar, with February 16 celebrated as the
Day of the Shining Star. —AFP

PYONGYANG: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (center) visits his father and former leader Kim Jong Il’s mau-
soleum at the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun to mark his birthday in Pyongyang.  —AFP

Indian women facing 
sedition charges over 
school play get bail
NEW DELHI: Two women held for two weeks by
Indian police on sedition charges over a school play
which allegedly criticized a contentious citizenship law
have been granted bail, officials said yesterday. Teacher
Fareeda Begum, 50, and parent Nazbunnisa, 36, were
arrested on January 30 for helping the children stage
the play at Shaheen Public School in Karnataka state.

The play depicted a worried family talking about how
they feared the government would ask millions of
Muslims to prove their nationality or be expelled from
India. They were detained under a British colonial-era
law after a member of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
party claimed the children insulted the Hindu-nationalist

leader in the play. India has been gripped by widespread
street demonstrations against the law that grants citizen-
ship to religious groups from three neighboring coun-
tries, but excludes Muslims. Nearly 30 people died in the
months-long protests, including two in Karnataka, which
is ruled by Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party. The women
were denied bail multiple times before a court set them
free late Saturday on a personal bond of $1,400 each.
“The accused have been released on bail but we will con-
tinue with our investigations,” an officer told AFP. Officers
visited the school at least five times to quiz children about
the play and gather evidence against the accused.

Critics accuse the police of misusing the law amid a
public outcry and several protests after videos showing
officers interrogating the children-aged between nine
and 11 years-went viral on social media. The citizenship
law, combined with a mooted national register of citi-
zens, has stoked fears that India’s 200 million Muslims
will be marginalized. The British-era sedition law enacted
in 1860 carries a maximum penalty of life in prison.
Prosecutions are rare but it has frequently been used

against critics of the government of the day. Activists say
authorities use it to stifle dissent. —AFP

LUANG PRABANG: Elephant parks unvisited, curios at
markets unsold as tuk-tuks sit idle: Southeast Asia is
facing billions of dollars in losses from a collapse in
Chinese tourism since the outbreak of a deadly new
coronavirus. From Luang Prabang in northern Laos to
Pattaya in Thailand, Hoi An in Vietnam and the
Cambodian casino town of Sihanoukville, takings have
plummeted as Chinese travelers find themselves subject
to a host of restrictions at home and abroad.

“We haven’t had any Chinese for 10 days since they
closed the road from Yunnan,” says Ong Tau, 47, from
behind her stall of fruit shakes in the temple-studded
Laotian colonial town of Luang Prabang. “Business is
down 20-30 percent... it will get worse.” Tour guides,
mall workers and restaurant staff are all feeling the burn
as Chinese - the world’s biggest travelers - stay at
home in the middle of a global health crisis.

“My friend has lost four or five big tour groups...
they would have paid for his low season,” said Tee, a
guide in Luang Prabang, giving only one name in the
tightly-controlled communist country, a mass of tuk-
tuks standing idle behind him. But in one of Southeast
Asia’s least well-resourced countries, there may be one
bright side to the sudden economic pain. “We don’t
know how to protect ourselves,” he added. “The gov-
ernment doesn’t tell people anything... so maybe less
Chinese is a good thing for now.”

Loans and job losses 
The slump is being felt sharply in Thailand, where

tourism authorities say arrivals from China - usually
close to one million a month - have plunged by 90 per-
cent so far this February. At the Chang Siam Elephant
Park in Pattaya, a few hours south of Bangkok, owner
Nantakorn Phatnamrob fears he will soon be pressed
into debt to float a business which has lost nearly
$65,000 since the outbreak.

“People are afraid to visit,” he said. “If it stays like
this, I will have to get a loan from the bank.” Crocodile
farms and tiger sanctuaries - controversial tourist bea-
cons where visitors can pet the animals - are also
deserted, leaving owners to feed expensive star attrac-
tions. The outbreak has also spooked western tourists
at the height of peak season in what has already been a
tough period for Thai tourism thanks to a strong baht.

Thailand anticipates shedding five million tourists
this year, taking with them “250 billion baht (over $8
billion) in revenue”, according to Don Nakornthab,
director of economic policy at Bank of Thailand. “Our
hopes that the economy will do better than last year are
very low... it’s possible it could grow below 2 percent,”
he added. That will spell bad news for the untold num-
ber of Thais working in the tourism sector. Ma Mya, 22,
who sells trinkets in Pattaya, says she may soon have to
return to her home in northern Thailand. “There’s no
more profit - everything has gone bad.”

Things can only get better 
With so much riding on the seasonal influx, some

Mekong countries are desperate not to deter those
Chinese still travelling. Thailand offers visa on arrival for
Chinese tourists despite having one of the highest numbers
of confirmed infections - 34 - outside of the mainland. At
least two of those cases were Thais who contracted the
virus after driving infected Chinese passengers, raising
fears that the economy was taking priority over tackling
the health crisis. For staunch Beijing ally Cambodia,
where only one case of the virus has been confirmed so
far despite a large Chinese presence, strongman leader
Hun Sen has repeatedly played down the risk to his
country. Still, Cambodian tourism is taking a hammering.
Ticket sales at the famed Angkor temple complex in
Siem Reap have fallen between 30 and 40 percent this
year, while in Sihanoukville, a southern beach resort

notorious for its casinos, the tourist take has shriveled.
“I used to make $100 a day,” said Chantha Reak, a

ride-hailing driver. “Now it’s $10.” Businesses are pray-
ing for a bounce back if and when the virus is con-
trolled. With 10 million Chinese visitors each year,

Thailand hopes the pain will ease in a few months.
Regular visitor Yen Ran, 25, from Chengdu, came to
Pattaya despite the health warnings. “I am a little con-
cerned how other countries perceive us,” she told AFP.
“But when there’s a cure, things will get better.” —AFP

Southeast Asia faces billions of dollars in losses

Southeast Asia feels the burn;
virus keeps tourists at home

LUANG PRABANG: Patrons have a drink at a restaurant in the main tourist market in Luang Prabang.
Elephant parks unvisited, curios at markets unsold as tuk-tuks sit idle; the Mekong is absorbing billions
of dollars of losses from a collapse in Chinese tourism since the outbreak of the deadly COVID-19 novel
coronavirus. —AFP 

NAGAON: Muslim women hold placards during a protest
against India’s new citizenship law in Nagaon district of
Assam yesterday. —AFP

News in brief

Libya situation ‘deeply troubling’

MUNICH: The situation in wartorn Libya is “deeply
troubling”, a United Nations representative said
yesterday, warning that a fragile truce was hanging
“by a thread” as daily life in the North African
country worsens. Speaking after talks with foreign
ministers in the German city of Munich, the UN’s
deputy special representative to Libya Stephanie
Williams said that over 150 violations had been
reported since last month’s ceasefire was agreed.
She also slammed the ongoing breaches of a much-
abused UN weapons embargo, even after foreign
countries agreed in January to stop meddling in a
conflict that has dragged in major regional rivals.
“The situation on the ground remains deeply trou-
bling. The truce is holding only by a thread,”
Williams said on the sidelines of the Munich
Security Conference. “It is the Libyan people that
continue to suffer the most. The economic situation
continues to deteriorate, exacerbated by the oil
blockade.” —AFP 

Homeless drug users killed

KABUL: Gunmen shot dead nine homeless drug
users in the Afghan capital, officials said yester-
day, shining a light on chronic drug abuse in the
world’s biggest producer of opium but a rare inci-
dent of apparently coordinated violence against
addicts. The motive for the Saturday night attack
by the unidentified gunmen in Kabul was not
known and police said they were investigating.
The men had been sleeping in an open area and a
forensic examination had shown they were drug
users. “The shooting took place at the side of the
Qrough mountain,” a spokesman for Kabul police,
Ferdaus Faramarz, told Reuters. There are an esti-
mated 2.5 million drug users in Afghanistan, the
Ministry of Public Health says, with most thought
to addicted to heroin made from opium poppies
grown in Afghanistan. Some 20,000 drug users
are homeless, with half that number in Kabul, at
times straining relations with residents of some
communities. —Reuters

Gang kills at least 30 

MAIDUGURI: An armed gang on motorbikes
killed at least 30 people in attacks on two villages
in the northwestern Nigerian state of Katsina,
police said yesterday. Twenty-one people were
burnt to death and nine villagers were shot dead
on Friday evening in the villages if Dankar and
Tsauwa as the assailants made off with food and
livestock, the police said. Hundreds of people have
been killed in the northwest of Nigeria since last
year, in attacks the government attributes to ban-
dits - a loose term for gangs of outlaws carrying
out robberies and kidnappings. Police commis-
sioner Sanusi Buba confirmed the death toll and
said that police and military teams had been
deployed to the village, adding that an investiga-
tion is under way. Security experts say Nigeria
can ill afford more instability as it is already strug-
gling to contain Islamist insurgencies in the north-
east, conflict in central states and militant groups
in the Niger Delta to the southeast. —AFP


