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News in brief

Three migrants shot dead 

TRIPOLI: Three Sudanese migrants were killed in
a shooting in Libya after the country’s coast guard
intercepted them at sea and returned them to
shore, the UN refugee agency said Tuesday. The
International Organization for Migration said sep-
arately that “local authorities started shooting
when the migrants attempted to escape from the
disembarkation point”. The UNHCR said it
“deplores the tragic loss of three lives and calls for
an urgent investigation” into the shootings at Al-
Khums, a port city about 100 kilometers east of
Tripoli late Monday. “The shooting occurred after
more than 70 people were disembarked from a
vessel,” the UNHCR said, adding that two
migrants died at the scene and a third en route to
hospital, while two more were wounded. “The
remaining persons who were disembarked were
moved to detention,” it said in a statement. — AFP 

Mali PM urges unity govt 

BAMAKO: Mali’s Prime Minister tried to break
the country’s political deadlock Tuesday, visiting
the home of a key opposition figure and inviting
him to bring his movement into a unity govern-
ment. Boubou Cisse visited the influential reli-
gious leader imam Mahmoud Dicko-regarded as
the figurehead of the June 5 Movement (M5-
RFP) - at his home in Bamako in the
Badalabougou district, close to the mosque
where he preaches. Cisse “asked the imam to get
involved so that ... the M5-RFP accept the out-
stretched hand of (President Ibrahim Boubacar
Keita) by joining the government of national uni-
ty, by favoring dialogue as an unavoidable solu-
tion to end the crisis”, the prime minister’s office
said. But the June 5 Movement’s (M5-RFP) fig-
urehead, was scathing about the latest govern-
ment offer in a statement earlier Tuesday. — AFP 

Philippines eyes nuke power

MANILA: The Philippines has taken a big step
towards tapping nuclear power, its energy minister
said yesterday, after President Rodrigo Duterte
created an inter-agency panel to study the adop-
tion of a national nuclear energy policy. As power
demand soars in what has for years been among
the world’s fastest-growing economies, Energy
Secretary Alfonso Cusi has been passionately
advocating use of nuclear power, despite public
concern over safety in a country hit frequently by
natural disasters. Nuclear power is seen as a
potential answer to the Philippines’ twin problems
of precarious supply and Southeast Asia’s highest
electricity costs, but Duterte has yet to express full
support for Cusi’s proposal. In a July 24 executive
order and made public on Wednesday, however,
Duterte created a committee to conduct the study,
indicating openness to reviving the country’s
nuclear energy ambitions. — Reuters

Papua New Guinea’s outbreak 

PORT MORESBY: Papua New Guinea ramped
up coronavirus testing and rushed to build field
hospitals yesterday after an outbreak was found
to have spread beyond its locked-down capital.
More than 70 people have been isolated and
contact tracing was underway at four hotels in
the second city of Lae, after a health conference
attendee tested positive for COVID-19, the
provincial health authority said. It was the first
infection detected in the city. Papua New Guinea
is among the poorest countries in the Pacific and
had until recently been spared a serious coron-
avirus outbreak. — AFP

SKHIRAT: Moroccan farmer Hamid had pinned his
hopes on selling his sheep for the Eid al-Adha feast,
to make up for a year of drought and the economic
paralysis linked to the novel coronavirus pandemic.
But snap domestic travel restrictions imposed by
the North African country’s authorities on Sunday
after a surge in new infections has cast a pall over
trade ahead of the festival Friday.

While the Moroccan countryside has seen fewer
infections than the kingdom’s cities, it has been hit
hard by the economic repercussions of the crisis.
“We lowered our prices in response to weak
demand,” Hamid said, a mask slung under his chin.
For the 54-year-old farmer, who heads to market
every year ahead of Eid to sell his livestock for
slaughter, “the most important thing is to earn money
after months of hardship when we had zero income.”

According to a study by the High Commission for
Planning (HCP), in charge of official statistics, the
drop in income has affected 70 percent of the rural
population compared to 59 percent of urban
dwellers, and 77 percent of farmers have seen their
revenues fall in recent months.  This is in part
because people from rural areas “who work in the
city and transfer a good part of their income to their
families have stopped doing so after losing their
jobs,” agronomist Larbi Zagdouni told AFP.

‘Pay off debts’ 
The lockdown imposed for around 10 weeks

from mid-March compounded problems for farmers
already facing a severe drought in a country heavily
dependent on agriculture. In difficult times, many
farmers rely on selling their livestock to “reduce
losses and pay off debts,” 34-year-old farmer

Abdellatif said. Eid al-Adha will still be celebrated
this year even though mosques will not hold public
prayers and travel restrictions will limit the tradi-
tional family gatherings held during the holiday.
Seated on the back of a truck carrying sheep to the
Skhirat market near the capital Rabat, Abdellatif
says he thinks not celebrating the feast of sacrifice
“would be a disaster”. 

Zagdouni echoed this, saying, “This festival is
important for rural areas and particularly during this
period of crisis. Banning it would be a catastrophe
for rural areas.” Last year, overall revenues related
to Eid al-Adha reached about 12 billion dirhams

(around $1.3 billion), according to the agriculture
ministry. But concerns have been raised, cited by
local media in recent weeks, that celebrating the
holiday could exacerbate the health crisis as a result
of families coming together. 

Authorities decided not to ban celebrations but
have required social distancing and wearing masks,
levying fines for non-compliance. But observance
of the measures on the ground is mixed, with
social distancing largely ignored in markets
packed with un-masked buyers and vendors. Faced
with general laxity on anti-virus rules, authorities
have increased calls for “responsibility” and Health

Minister Khalid Ait Taleb urged the population to
“avoid unnecessary visits”, limit physical contact
and “ensure preventive measures are respected
during family gatherings”. 

Morocco has in recent days seen record case
numbers, reporting 811 new infections on Saturday
and 633 on Sunday. The total number of cases in the
kingdom stands at 20,278, including 313 deaths. The
travel restrictions slapped on eight cities over the
weekend sparked chaos across the country, with
giant traffic jams on the roads and train stations
crammed with people wanting at all costs to spend
the festival with family. — AFP 

Snap domestic travel restrictions cast a pall over trade

Hit by COVID and drought, rural 
Moroccans tighten belts for Eid 

Hong Kong 
implements tough
virus restrictions 
HONG KONG: Hong Kong is on the verge of a
“large-scale” coronavirus outbreak that could over-
whelm hospitals, its leader warned yesterday, as
authorities implemented their toughest social dis-
tancing measures yet. From yesterday all residents
in the densely packed city of 7.5 million must wear
masks when they leave their homes while restau-
rants can only serve takeaway meals.

No more than two people from different house-
holds can gather in public with fines of up to
HK$5,000 ($625) for those who breach the new
emergency rules. The latest measures are a bid to
reverse a sudden spike in coronavirus cases that has
upended the city’s otherwise enviable battle against
the deadly disease. More than 1,000 infections have
been confirmed since early July - more than 40 per-
cent of the total since the virus first hit the city in
late January.

New daily infections have been above 100 for the
past six days. “We are on the verge of a large-scale
community outbreak, which may lead to a collapse
of our hospital system and cost lives, especially of
the elderly,” Chief Executive Carrie Lam said in a
statement released yesterday to coincide with the
new measures. “In order to protect our loved ones,
our healthcare staff and Hong Kong, I appeal to you
to follow strictly the social distancing measures and
stay at home as far as possible,” she added.

During their lunch break yesterday, many resi-
dents were eating takeaway meals outside in the
intense summer heat and humidity.  “It’s so hot out-
side now,” a construction worker, who gave his sur-
name as Chow said as he tucked into a pork chop in
an alcove outside a department store.  “Ten minutes
after I start work, my shirt is all sweaty,” he said,
adding he missed the air conditioning of restaurants.
Hong Kong has some of the world’s smallest and
most expensive apartments. Some residents barely
have a kitchen to cook in, making them hugely
reliant on cheap eateries.

From success to sudden surge 
The finance hub was one of the first places hit by

the coronavirus when it emerged from China at the
start of the year. It initially had remarkable success in
controlling the outbreak - helped in part by a health-
conscious public embracing face masks and an effi-
cient track and trace program, forged in the fires of
the deadly SARS virus in 2003. By June, local trans-
mission had all but ended. But the virus later sneaked
back into the city and began spreading.

Health officials have been scrambling to uncover
the source of the latest outbreak. Some have blamed
exemptions from the usual 14-day quarantine that the
government granted to “essential personnel”, includ-
ing cross-boundary truckers, air and sea crew and
some manufacturing executives. The government has
since tightened restrictions for some of those groups.
Gladys Chan, who was taking her lunch break, said
she felt the government had not done enough to
monitor those with exemptions. “I think the govern-
ment has failed us, especially with this third wave of
the pandemic,” she told AFP, adding the latest meas-
ures were “too little, too late”.  As isolation wards fill
up, authorities have announced plans to build a tem-
porary 2,000-bed field hospital near the city’s air-
port, something Chinese authorities have offered to
help with. The latest lockdown measures are a new
body blow for a city that was already mired in reces-
sion thanks to the US-China trade war and months of
political unrest last year. — AFP 

In Kashmir, the hills 
are alive with the 
sound of schooling 
DOODHPATHRI: Sitting cross-legged and hunched
over her textbooks in a lush meadow surrounded by
mountains and pine trees, Tasleem Bashir can hardly
contain her joy at being back at school. The 14-
year-old is among hundreds of students attending
open-air classes in Doodhpathri, high above
Srinagar in Indian-controlled Kashmir, as the coro-
navirus continues to cripple life in the country. “It
feels so good to have school in this fresh air. At
home I didn’t study much because there were many
house chores to do,” Bashir said. 

“After classes, I sit around with friends and we
also play together before walking back home,” she
told AFP. The relief is obvious for everyone involved
in the classes in the clouds held at an altitude of
2,730 meters (9,000 feet). Parents and grandpar-
ents walk or carry their children up a slope to the
flat patch of grass ahead of the daily classes.
Children run to a glacier-fed stream to dip their feet
in the cool water during breaks, while others jump
in after classes for a bath before heading home.

Even before the coronavirus epidemic, schooling
in restive Kashmir had been severely disrupted by a
strict curfew imposed almost a year ago when New
Delhi stripped the Muslim-majority region of its

semi-autonomy. With India now the third-most
infected nation in the world-with almost 1.5 million
infections-it is not yet clear when classes will restart.
Unable to afford smartphones, and with limited inter-
net access in remote villages, many students were
unable to attend online lessons. So parents turned to
the education department, pleading for help.

Face masks and sanitizer 
“We decided to organize classes for these children

in the open air, where we observe social distancing,”
local education department official Mohammad
Ramzan told AFP. In this meadow, pupils from 15 vil-

lages are supplied with face masks and sanitizer
before sitting in eight groups divided by age. Teachers
carried whiteboards to the meadow to use during the
three- to four-hour classes. “It felt wrong to receive
my salary sitting at home,” said teachers Manzoor
Ahmad. “I really enjoy teaching in this enchanting
atmosphere rather than inside usually cramped class-
rooms,” he told AFP. Shabnam, 12, who walks over a
mile to the makeshift classroom, said she initially felt
suffocated by wearing a face mask during lessons.
“But now I feel good and enjoy it here very much,” she
said. “I had thought my school was over for good and I
would never meet my school friends again.” — AFP 

Philippines: Deadliest 
country in Asia for 
land defenders 
MANILA: The Philippines was the deadliest country
in Asia for land and environmental defenders again
last year while slipping to second most dangerous in
the world behind Colombia, a watchdog said yester-
day. A total of 43 defenders were killed in the archi-
pelago-the vast majority on the fertile and resource-
rich islands of Mindanao and Negros-compared with
30 in 2018, Global Witness said in a report. Nearly
half of the killings recorded since President Rodrigo
Duterte took power in 2016 have been linked to the
armed forces or paramilitary groups, it said.

Who is being killed? 
Indigenous leaders, farmers and state employees

charged with protecting the environment were
among the victims. More than half the deaths were
related to agribusiness, Global Witness said. Sixteen
killings were linked to mining-the highest in the
world. Nearly half of those killed lived on Mindanao,
where the army has long maintained a heavy pres-
ence in the fight against communist and Muslim
insurgents. The island was under martial law until the
end of last year.  Large numbers of defenders were
also killed on Negros, a sugar-producing island in
the central Philippines that is also heavily militarized
and where activists have long campaigned for land
reform to reduce inequality and poverty.

“Defenders living in Mindanao and Negros made
up almost 90 percent of land and environmental
activists killed in the country in 2019,” the report
said. Kaylo Bontolan, a leader of the Manobo tribe
on Mindanao, was among them. He was killed in a
military airstrike in April last year when he returned
to his mountain home to help document violence
against fellow tribe members. “Like Datu Kaylo,
many of those killed were indigenous people assert-
ing their right to self-determination and their ances-
tral lands,” the report said. The impact of climate
change has dialed up the pressure on defenders as
they seek to protect indigenous land rights and stop
commercial loggers and miners destroying pristine
rainforests and polluting the environment. — AFP

HONG KONG: Pedestrians wear face masks in the
Kowloon-side Sham Shui Po district of Hong Kong in
the early morning of yesterday, as new social distanc-
ing measures come into effect which include having
to wear masks in public, to combat a new wave of
coronavirus infections. — AFP 

DOODHPATHRI: Students attend a class at their open-air school situated on top of a mountain in
Doodhpathri, Indian-administered Kashmir. — AFP 

SKHIRAT, Morocco: Moroccans buy sacrificial animals ahead of the Muslim festival of Eid al-Adha at a livestock market in the coastal city of Skhirat. — AFP 


