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NEW DELHI: India will allow more domestic flights
and interstate train services to operate but keep
schools shut as the nation of 1.3 billion further eases
its lockdown despite growing concern about rising
coronavirus cases. The South Asian nation recorded
almost 550,000 virus infections on Monday, includ-
ing 16,475 deaths, making it the fourth worst-hit in
terms of case numbers after the US, Brazil and Russia.
But with the economy struggling during the shut-
down, authorities have sought to restart activities
while maintaining “containment zones” to try and limit
the virus spread.

“Domestic flights and passenger trains have already
been allowed in a limited manner. Their operations will
be further expanded in a calibrated manner,” the Home
Affairs ministry said late Monday in its “Unlock 2”
guidelines. Prime Minister Narendra Modi is to ad-
dress the nation in a speech yesterday. The new meas-
ures - which also include a shorter night curfew - will
come into force today and remain in place until the end
of July. The night curfew would be further relaxed to
permit the movement of people and goods for work or
when they take public transport, the ministry said.

Schools, metro trains in cities, cinemas, gyms and
swimming pools would remain closed, while activities
in “containment zones” would still be severely re-
stricted, it added. Under a major easing of the lock-
down in early June, places of religious worship, hotels,
restaurants and shopping malls were allowed to re-
open. The virus has particularly hit India’s densely
populated cities and there are now major concerns for
New Delhi which has overtaken Mumbai with more

than 85,000 cases. The government has been criticized
over a lack of testing that experts say has hidden the
true number of cases in India.

Pilgrims trickle back 
Meanwhile, life is slowly returning to normal among

the hallowed temples of Haridwar, one of Hinduism’s
holiest places, but the Indian pilgrimage town still has
a forlorn air as the country emerges from its coron-

avirus lockdown. The town usually teems with tens of
thousands of visitors who flock from far and wide for
a dip in the holy waters of the Ganges and to catch
riverside prayer ceremonies at dusk. But India remains
in the grip of a raging COVID-19 outbreak that has
claimed more than 15,000 lives and infected over half
a million people.

For the first time in as long as any local can remem-
ber, pilgrims stopped coming in late March after India
imposed the world’s biggest coronavirus shutdown.

MK Vashistha, a wizened priest, told AFP that his eld-
ers would recount how even in the Spanish flu pan-
demic a century ago - which hit India hard -
cremations on the banks of the holy river still took
place constantly. “Things still didn’t stop here at that
time, like they have now,” he said. In the past few weeks
as India has eased restrictions - even as case numbers
have surged - a few pilgrims have begun to return.

Now though, instead of broadcasting hymns and
chants, Haridwar’s loudspeakers blare announcements
telling people to wear masks and use sanitizer. Temples
ask devotees to keep a safe distance from each other
and keep away from the statues of the gods that they
usually touch, bless and offer flowers, sweets and
crumpled rupee banknotes to. “Look around,” Tan-
many Vashishta from the Shri Ganga Sabha, one of
Haridwar’s most influential religious groups, told AFP,
pointing to a few hundred pilgrims on the streets, most
in masks and keeping their distance. “This isn’t even
one or two percent of the normal times.”

Centuries of records 
Hugging the banks of the Ganges as it emerges from

the Himalayas, Haridwar is believed to be one of four
places where drops of the elixir of immortality were
spilled from a pitcher carried by the mythical bird
Garuda. A trickle of customers are now returning for
the town’s famous ancient order of some 2,500 Hindu
priests who since time immemorial have registered
births and deaths for visiting pilgrims.

Deepak Jha, one eighth-generation such “purohit”,
says the chunky ledger he is rolling up and tying with

string contains records going back 11 generations for
thousands of families. “This is our culture, our tradition
and history. It may be difficult for people to find their
kids’ school notebook after six months, but we’ve kept
these records for centuries,” Jha said. The tomes, some
500 years old - the birch leaves used before then have
long since crumbled - are written in a mix of Hindi,
Urdu and Punjabi, reflecting the area’s complex mix of
languages and cultures. People from all over come to
trace their ancestors and are visibly touched to see
their forebears’ handwriting, tipping the priests hand-
somely for a detailed family tree.

‘We can’t live in fear’ 
Haridwar’s usually narrow and congested bylanes,

full of shops selling religious books, artifacts, statues
of Hindu gods, clothes, toys and sweets, have also never
been so deserted. “It isn’t a good situation right now,”
Jyoti Arora, the owner of a shop bereft of customers
told AFP. “Right now, who knows who could be corona
positive? Even we take a daily risk coming for work,
but we have to do it for our families.” Many normally
busy hotels, eateries and restaurants remain shut. 

Thousands of workers have gone back to their
home villages, and nobody is sure when they will come
back. One of the few pilgrims to return is Mohit Kumar,
who came from Delhi to take a purifying dip in the
Ganges, which is looking slightly cleaner for the lock-
down. “We can’t live in fear. We have taken all precau-
tions, and pray that everyone around us stays healthy,”
he said, accompanied by two friends as he headed to
the holy river. — Agencies  

Ukraine becoming
‘online baby store’;
surrogacy booms
KIEV: Tears of joy stream down Andrea
Viez’s face as she lifts her baby boy, born to
a surrogate mother in Ukraine. “He’s a star,”
the Argentinian in her late 40s says, her
voice trembling. After nine years of trying
to have a child, Viez can finally hold her son
in her arms, thanks to a booming surrogacy
industry in Ukraine that has given hope to
thousands of struggling would-be parents.
But behind their dream-come-true is a
highly profitable and murky business that
many worry is taking advantage of desper-
ate young women and operating in a grey
zone open to abuse.

“Ukraine is becoming an international
online baby store,” the country’s commis-
sioner for children’s rights Mykola Kuleba
warned last month, condemning the “ex-
ploitation” of Ukrainian women and calling
for a ban on the industry. The fact that
Ukraine is one of the few countries allowing
commercial surrogacy for foreigners was
oddly thrown into the spotlight by the coro-
navirus. When travel restrictions imposed to
fight the pandemic prevented dozens of
parents from picking up their children born
to surrogates, a local surrogacy company
posted a video online showing the infants
lying in rows of plastic cots in a hotel on the
edge of Kiev.

The BioTexCom clinic hoped to draw at-
tention to the stranded babies’ plight. It
worked and the government stepped in to
help parents like Viez obtain special permits

and pick up their children a few weeks later.
Though it has existed since the early 2000s,
the industry exploded in Ukraine after India
and Thailand outlawed commercial surro-
gacy for foreigners about five years ago.
One the poorest countries in Europe, the
post-Soviet nation is also known for its at-
tractive prices, with birth through a surro-
gate costing about $42,000. In the United
States it can cost more than twice as much.

‘Total chaos’ 
There are no official statistics, but ex-

perts say between 2,500 and 3,000 chil-
dren are born every year through
surrogacy in Ukraine for foreign parents.
About a third of customers are Chinese.
The industry is poorly regulated and rife
with abuse and corruption, says Sergiy

Antonov, who runs a law firm specializing
in reproductive issues. Women are some-
times not paid promised amounts or are
housed in terrible conditions during the
later stages of their pregnancies. In some
cases parents have discovered they have no
genetic link with children born to surro-
gates. Authorities suspect some clinics are
also using surrogacy as a cover for illegal
commercial adoptions.  “It’s total chaos,”
Antonov says.  Olga Korsunova, a 27-year-
old going through her fourth surrogate
pregnancy, says women “very often” have
trouble obtaining money they were prom-
ised. They are most often hired through in-
termediaries who keep part of the
surrogacy fee. Korsunova is paid $400 a
month during a pregnancy and receives
$15,000 after delivery. — AFP 
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KIEV: Argentinian Andrea Viez holds her baby as she and her husband collect their son
born to a surrogate mother, in the Hotel Venice in Kiev. — AFP 

Stock exchange 
attack ‘targeted 
China, Pakistan’
KARACHI: Separatists from Pakistan’s
Balochistan province attacked the national
stock exchange in Karachi on Monday,
killing four people in a brazen daylight as-
sault the breakaway group said also tar-
geted Chinese interests. Four gunmen drove
up to the entrance gate of the Pakistan Stock
Exchange around 10:00 am (05H00 GMT)
then lobbed a grenade before opening fire
with automatic weapons, officials said.

All four attackers were killed in an ensu-
ing firefight as they attempted to storm the
exchange, along with three security guards
and a policeman, the Karachi police said in
a statement. In an email to AFP, the Balochis-
tan Liberation Army (BLA) claimed respon-
sibility and said the assault was not only
targeting “Pakistan’s economy” but was “an
attack on Chinese economic interests in re-
sponse to China’s exploitative plans in
Balochistan”.

The BLA have long accused China of
plundering Balochistan, the largest of Pak-
istan’s four provinces that makes up the
southwestern part of the country. The sep-
aratists say Chinese-backed projects un-
fairly exploit the region’s mineral and
hydrocarbon resources. Impoverished Pak-
istan has repeatedly turned to Beijing for in-
vestments and loans including under the
$54-billion China-Pakistan Economic Corri-
dor (CPEC) that Western critics say will be
of greatest benefit to China in the long run.

The BLA have targeted infrastructure
projects and Chinese workers in Pakistan
multiple times in recent years, including an
attack on Beijing’s consulate in Karachi that
killed four people in 2018. In May last year,
the BLA attacked a luxury hotel near
Gwadar, where a deepwater port develop-
ment is a CPEC flagship project. The BLA is
just one of several insurgent groups fighting
primarily in Balochistan, which has been
rocked by separatist, Islamist and sectarian
violence for years.

Shot in the head 
Pakistan’s military praised the swift re-

sponse of the city’s security forces in Mon-
day’s attack, while the Karachi police released
a video of one member of a provincial secu-

rity unit describing the firefight. “I shot one
of them dead... The second guy saw me and...
he took out a grenade. I shot him twice in his
hand and his weapon fell down. I then shot
him in the head as he tried to pull out the
grenade pin,” said Mohammad Rafiq, a mem-
ber of an elite rapid response team. The video
of the officer was shared widely online, with
social media users calling Rafiq a hero.Last
year, the US State Department designated
the BLA as a global terrorist group, making
it a crime for anyone in the United States to
assist the militants and freezing any US as-
sets they may have. Following Monday’s at-
tack, Pakistani authorities vowed to strike
back against any group found responsible,
promising to dismantle their networks and
destroy their bases. — AFP 

KARACHI: Mourners carry the coffin of a private security guard, killed in a gunmen attack
at the Pakistan Stock Exchange building, during his funeral in Karachi. —AFP 
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Army of women 
workers on
India front line 
MEERUT: Unprotected and poorly
paid, an all-women army of health
workers confront suspicion, anger and
the threat of infection as they go door
to door searching for coronavirus suf-
ferers in India’s poor communities.
About a million accredited social health
activists, or ASHAs, are deployed in
cities and villages to administer basic
medical care such as vaccinations and
delivering babies. But as the number of
confirmed infections in India soars past
500,000, the women find themselves
on the front line of the battle against
the contagion, identifying potential
cases and educating locals in the hope
of slowing its spread. 

ASHA workers told AFP they had
nothing except their headscarves to
protect them from the virus and were
often abused by people angry about
the government’s handling of the out-
break, which is one of the worst in the
world. “I have been an ASHA for 14
years now and never have I been as
scared to knock on a door with my
bare hands. We don’t have gloves, not
even masks,” said Alka, who asked AFP

not to use her surname. Alka and her
colleagues visit households and ask the
occupants to fill out a questionnaire on
any virus symptoms they might have
and their recent travel histories.

Many of the residents are among the
millions of migrant workers left jobless
and destitute by the months-long virus
lockdown imposed by the government
in March. If someone looks like a po-
tential case, the ASHAs report them to
authorities.  Some ASHAS have been
physically attacked by villagers who
fear they are carrying the virus or are
government spies.  During a recent
doorknock in a village in the northern
state of Uttar Pradesh, Alka and her
two colleagues were spotted by eight
men in a store who came out and sur-
rounded them.

The men shouted at the women about
the shortage of basic food and protec-
tion against the virus. Standing her
ground, Alka said she told the men:
“Even we don’t get gear and grains.
Where will we get it for you?” Such ha-
rassment is bearable, she told AFP. “Re-
cently some locals tore the clothes on
one woman  while she was working.”
Given the lack of contact tracing in India,
the ASHAs were “critical elements” in
India’s fight against COVID-19, said
Anant Bhan, a leading public health ex-
pert. The women know their communi-
ties well, Bhan said. But their work is
difficult and poorly paid despite a 1,000
rupee ($13) coronavirus bonus. — AFP 

MEERUT: Accredited Social Health Activist (ASHA) workers (2nd left to right) Nir-
mala, Alka and Meenkashi talk to a woman during a door-to-door survey to
check on residents after the government eased a nationwide lockdown imposed
as a preventive measure against the COVID-19. — AFP 

Distorted  virus
news takes root
in the West
LONDRES: Coronavirus misinformation
spread by Russian and Chinese journalists
is finding a bigger audience on social
media in France and Germany than con-
tent from the European nations’ own pre-
mier news outlets, according to new
research. Whether it is distorted coverage
or outright conspiracy theories, articles
written in French and German by foreign
state media are resonating widely on
Facebook and Twitter, often with their ori-
gins unclear, the Oxford Internet Institute
said in a report published on Monday.

The institute, which is part of Oxford
University, looked at content generated
by leading media outlets from Russia and
China, as well as from Iran and Turkey -
all of which are state-controlled or closely
aligned to regimes in power. Its report
comes as the US government imposes
new restrictions on Chinese state media,
and builds on previous research by the in-

stitute that laid bare the penetration of
such foreign outlets in English-language
markets. In their French, German as well
as Spanish output, state media groups
have “politicized the coronavirus by crit-
icizing Western democracies, praising
their home countries, and promoting con-
spiracy theories about the origins of the
virus,” the institute said. “A majority of the
content in these outlets is factually based.
But what they have, especially if you look
at the Russian outlets, is an agenda to dis-
credit democratic countries,” Oxford re-
searcher Jonathan Bright told AFP.

“The subtle weave in the overarching
narrative is that democracy is on the
verge of collapse.” The institute looked at
output from Russia’s RT broadcaster and
Sputnik news agency; China Global Tel-
evision Network (CGTN), China Radio
International (CRI) and Xinhua News
Agency; plus foreign-language output
from Iranian and Turkish networks. It
measured median engagement per
shared article - how many times a user
actively shares or likes an article on Face-
book, or comments about it and retweets
it on Twitter.   The study covered each
outlet’s 20 most popular stories from
May 18 to June 5. —AFP 


