
EU spurns
‘guided tour’
of Kashmir
NEW DELHI: The European Union re-
fused to take part in a rare diplomatic
visit to Indian Kashmir which started
yesterday because they will not be al-
lowed to meet detained local politicians,
reports said. The two-day foreign diplo-
matic trip is the first since New Delhi
stripped the restive Himalayan region of
its autonomy and sent in tens of thou-
sands of extra troops in August.

The security lockdown and communi-
cations blackout, still only partially lifted,
has drawn international criticism includ-
ing in Brussels and Washington. “EU en-
voys don’t want a guided tour of
Kashmir. We want to meet people freely
of our own choosing,” the NDTV news
channel quoted one European diplomatic
source as saying.

In particular they wanted to meet
three former chief ministers, Farooq and
Omar Abdullah and Mehbooba Mufti,
who are still locked up, daily newspaper
The Hindu reported. The three have been
under house arrest or kept at a govern-
ment residence since August.

The foreign ministry said that envoys
from 15 countries — including the United
States, South Korea, Nigeria and Ar-
gentina — would take part in the visit to
the region, which is also claimed by Pak-
istan. A diplomatic source told AFP that
the EU, which has been pressing for
months to access to some of those de-
tained, was still keen to go at a later date.
“The EU is interested in going and con-

tinues to be engaged with the MEA (min-
istry of external affairs) on timing and el-
ements of the trip,” the source said.

Other Indian newspapers quoted
government sources as saying that the
EU baulked because the visit was at
short notice and since it was not possible
for all the bloc’s ambassadors to take
part. Those going would be “free to in-
teract with people subject to security
considerations. No ambassador, how-
ever, had specifically asked to meet any-
one who was detained,” the Times of
India quoted a source as saying.

In October, around 30 European law-
makers — many from far-right parties —
visited but without the official blessing
of the EU and the Indian government in-
sisted it was a “private” initiative. Critics
said that visit was a government’s at-
tempt to give the impression that life has

returned to normal. 
Foreign journalists have also not been

allowed into the area since August, when
Muslim-majority Jammu and Kashmir
state were stripped of its partial auton-
omy and split into two regions ruled di-
rectly from New Delhi.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi said
the move was to boost the local econ-
omy and end decades of violence that
has left tens of thousands dead, mostly
civilians. There is still barely any inter-
net access and only around half of mo-
bile phones work. 

New Delhi says this is to stop mili-
tants communicating, who it says are
backed by Islamabad.  India and Pak-
istan, who Kashmir was spilt between at
the end of British colonial rule in 1947,
have fought two of their three wars over
the territory. —AFP
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Family of
tigers poisoned
in India’s Goa
PANAJI: A tiger and its three cubs have been found
dead in Goa after apparently being poisoned by locals
angry at the killing of livestock, Indian officials said yes-
terday. The number of the endangered big cats in India
has crept up in recent years, but so have the numbers
killed by people as humans increasingly encroach into
their territory.

The four carcasses were found in a northern forest
region of the western coastal state in recent days not
long after a cow and a buffalo had been mauled in the
area. “It is a suspected case of poisoning. We suspect
the poison was put in the buffalo carcass,” wildlife offi-
cial Santosh Kumar told AFP. 

He said three villagers had been arrested. “The
tragic incidents of tiger deaths are shocking and sad-
dening,” Goa’s chief minister Pramod Sawant tweeted.
“We will investigate and take stern action against the
perpetrators.”

In July last year, the Indian government said that since
2015, the tiger population had increased 30 percent to
almost 3,000 — raising hopes for its survival. This com-
pares with an estimated 40,000 tigers in 1947.

More than 60 tigers died or were killed in 2019, ac-
cording to official figures. In July last year, a tiger was
beaten to death by a mob a day after it killed one per-
son and injured eight others. Another tiger and its two
cubs were poisoned by villagers a month earlier in June
after it killed a cow. Experts say more can be done —
not just at the village level but also across government
agencies — to educate and increase awareness about
tigers. —AFP

BEIJING: China believes a mysterious pneu-
monia outbreak that struck 59 people is
caused by a new strain of virus from the same
family as SARS, which killed hundreds of peo-
ple more than a decade ago. Lead scientist Xu
Jianguo told the official Xinhua news agency
that experts had “preliminarily determined” a
new type of coronavirus was behind the out-
break, first confirmed on December 31 in
Wuhan, a central Chinese city with a popula-
tion of over 11 million.

It initially sparked fears of a resurgence of
highly contagious Sudden Acute Respiratory
Syndrome, and prompted authorities in Hong
Kong — badly hit by SARS in 2002-2003 —
to take precautions, including stepping up the
disinfection of trains and airplanes, and checks
of passengers. China has since ruled out a
fresh outbreak of SARS, which killed 349 peo-
ple in mainland China and another 299 in Hong
Kong. “A total of 15 positive results of the new
type of coronavirus had been detected” in the
lab, through tests on infected blood samples
and throat swabs, Xu said.

The World Health Organization (WHO)
confirmed the preliminary discovery of a new

coronavirus in a statement. “Further investi-
gations are also required to determine the
source, modes of transmission, extent of in-
fection and countermeasures implemented,”
said Gauden Galea, the WHO Representative
to China.

Wuhan’s health commission said on Sunday
seven of the 59 patients were seriously ill, but
none had died. All received treatment in quar-
antine. Eight patients have recovered and were
discharged from hospital on Wednesday, ac-
cording to Xinhua.

The commission said the infection broke
out between December 12 and 29, with some
of the patients employed at a city seafood
market since closed for disinfection. No obvi-
ous evidence of human-to-human transmis-
sion has been reported so far.

Footage from January 1 by state broad-
caster CCTV showed an official notice at the
market saying it had been closed in light of the
“current pneumonia situation in our city”,
without providing a date for reopening. The
outbreak comes just a few weeks before
China’s busiest annual travel period, when mil-
lions of people take buses, trains and planes

for Lunar New Year.
A Chinese transport ministry official said at

a briefing that arrangements were made for
“disinfection, monitoring and prevention” fo-
cusing on areas with large numbers of passen-
gers, including stations and cargo hubs. Civil
aviation and national railway authorities said
they had not received any reports of affected
patients taking flights or trains, and that they
were closely watching the situation.

Wan Xiangdong, chief flight officer of
China’s Civil Aviation Administration, said all
planes were equipped with emergency med-
ical kits. WHO representative Galea said “peo-
ple with symptoms of pneumonia and reported
travel history to Wuhan have been identified
at international airports.” The organization has
not recommended any travel restrictions on
China.

Hong Kong, Taiwan fears
In Hong Kong, hospitals have raised their

alert level to “serious” and stepped up detec-
tion measures — including temperature
checkpoints for inbound travellers. Authorities
in the financial hub say 38 people have been

hospitalized in recent days after returning
from Wuhan and displaying flu-like illnesses,
but none were confirmed to have contracted
the mystery virus. Some 21 of the 38 patients
had been discharged by Wednesday.

City residents worried about the outbreak
have rushed to buy face masks from local
pharmacies, with many selling out earlier this
week. Inbound trains and flights from the
mainland are undergoing extra cleaning and
disinfection, authorities said.

Additional thermal imaging systems have
been set up at the city’s airport, while inbound
high-speed rail passengers from the mainland
face checks by hand-held infrared thermome-
ters. The coming holiday has prompted con-
cerns in Taiwan, where top officials urged the
island’s health and welfare ministry to
strengthen quarantine controls at airports.

On Monday, the country’s center for dis-
ease control also advised residents planning
to travel to or near Wuhan to wear masks and
avoid contact with wild animals. The US em-
bassy in China warned on Tuesday that Amer-
icans travelling in the country should avoid
animals and contact with sick people. —AFP

China believes new virus behind
mystery pneumonia outbreak

SRINAGAR: Indian government forces stand guard as a foreign delegation, including representatives
of the United States but not the European Union, arrives in Srinagar yesterday. —AFP


