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India’s perfect storm: Heat, 
water woes and coronavirus

‘Every drop of water is a luxury for us’
NEW DELHI: Bollywood stars and political leaders
have urged Indians to wash their hands to protect
against coronavirus but that’s a pipe dream for slum-
dwellers like Bala Devi, now sweltering through a
summer heatwave. The 44-year-old widow and her
family of eight are among tens of millions of people
facing months of torrid weather while stuck at home,
in lockdown, without regular access to clean water
to keep cool and wash. “It is so hot the children keep
asking for water to drink. How can I give them water
for washing their hands when we don’t have even
enough water to drink?” Devi said at her cramped
home in New Delhi. “Every drop of water is a luxury
for us. We can’t afford to spend it on bathing,” she
told AFP, pinching her nose at the waft of clogged
drains as unwashed children milled around her.

Outside it is around 45 degrees Celsius but her
one-bedroom tenement house has just an impro-
vised ceiling fan to keep its occupants cool. There is
a piped water connection but the supply is ex-
tremely erratic and a pump connected to the
groundwater mostly spews air. Her family uses a
common public toilet and their “bathroom” is a
bucket behind a curtain. “If we can’t wash and clean
and there is filth everywhere, obviously the virus will
attack us, but what can we do?” asked Devi’s neigh-
bor Anita Bisht. “Already our children are falling
sick,” she added, her half-naked toddler hanging
from her arms.

Even before the coronavirus pandemic, water
was in short supply for the 100 million people living

in India’s urban slums. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s government has listed water infrastructure as
a key priority, promising to reach 145 million rural
households by 2024. But currently roughly a third of
the country’s 1.3 billion people cut back on washing
and bathing during summer as taps run dry. Trucks
deliver water to areas suffering shortfalls during the
summer months but fights regularly break out in
long queues to the tap. Last year the southern city
of Chennai ran out of water entirely.

Heatwaves are increasing in frequency, and this
week the mercury hit 50 Celsius in western Ra-
jasthan state. Parts of Delhi recorded their hottest
May temperatures in almost 20 years. Heat stress has
killed around 3,500 people around the country since
2015, according to government figures, while farmers
have killed themselves because of droughts ravaging
their crops. Only around seven percent of Indian
households have air conditioning, despite rising in-
comes making the luxury more affordable for some.
Tarun Gopalakrishnan from the Centre for Science
and Environment think-tank said India must brace
for frequent periods of extreme heat in the future.
“When we look at the seasonal averages we some-
times miss the picture that the extremes are increas-
ing, causing massive social disruptions,” he said.

India’s coronavirus lockdown is slowly being
eased but the restrictions have compounded the
miseries of the current heatwave. In Delhi, a sprawl-
ing city teeming with 20 million people, demand for
water outstrips supply by an estimated 200 million

gallons (760 million litres) per day. The daily wait for
water trucks in the capital has become even worse
since the pandemic hit the city. Lining up for hours
with plastic buckets and bottles, slum dwellers are
now meant to stand a suitable distance apart - if the
government truck ever comes. Lakhpat, a resident

of the Sanjay Niwas slum settlement, recently waited
in vain for over two hours with dozens of others for
the scheduled water tanker to arrive. “Because of the
water problem we can’t follow social distancing
rules. People stick together closely in the mad rush
to get their buckets filled first,” he said.— AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysian man has launched
the country’s first legal challenge against Islamic laws
banning gay sex, a test case supporters said
Wednesday could help combat growing persecution
of the LGBT community. He was charged last year
for allegedly attempting to have “intercourse against
the order of nature”, and several others in the same
case have already pleaded guilty and were caned as
a punishment.

Critics say the climate is worsening for the gay
community in Muslim-majority Malaysia, with several
states enacting their own Islamic laws banning gay
sex. But campaigners believe victory in a challenge at
Malaysia’s top court could help halt the trend of local
sharia authorities introducing harsh legislation target-
ing gay people.  “The case could discourage state
overreach in terms of law making,” Thilaga Sulathireh,
from campaign group LGBTIQ+ Network, told AFP.
The immediate impact of a victory would likely be to
halt ongoing cases under Islamic law only in Selangor

state, where the plaintiff was charged, but campaign-
ers may then bring cases against other states. 

The man, who has not been named, is challenging
accusations levelled against him in an Islamic court at
Malaysia’s Federal Court on the grounds they breach
the constitution, his lawyer Surendra Ananth told AFP.
He said the court has given the green light for the case,
the first such challenge in Malaysia, although it has
not yet started. Malaysia has a dual-track legal sys-
tem, with Islamic courts handling some matters for
Muslim citizens, and sharia laws set by individual
states. Selangor state, outside Kuala Lumpur, has en-
acted its own law against gay sex, so-called “inter-
course against the order of nature”.

But the man will argue that local authorities have
no power to criminalize gay sex, as a state cannot
enact a law when it already exists at the national
level. Sodomy is already a crime under Malaysia’s
national penal code - a legacy of British colonial rule
- although the statute is rarely enforced. The man
was among 11 arrested for allegedly having sex at an
apartment in 2018. Four of them admitted to the of-
fence before an Islamic court and received six
strokes of the cane, a fine and jail terms of up to
seven months. In another high-profile case, two
women were caned in a sharia court in 2018 after
being found guilty of having sex in Terengganu state.
About 60 percent of multi-ethnic Malaysia’s popu-
lation is Muslim.—AFP

Malaysian launches 
a test case against 
Islamic gay sex law

Customers riding a motorbike (left) buy ‘taati munjalu’, also known as palmyra palm fruit or
ice apple at a roadside during a hot day on the outskirts of Hyderabad yesterday. — AFP 

BARCELONA: One in 10 people lack electricity
and the pandemic will likely make it harder still to
meet a global goal of getting power to everyone
by 2030, international organizations said yester-
day. An annual report tracking progress on sus-
tainable energy said more than a billion people
have won access to electricity since 2010, with
90% of the planet connected in 2018.

But that still left 789 million people without
power. And even before the outbreak of COVID-
19 threw up new obstacles, the report estimated
620 million people would remain without electric-
ity in 2030, 85% of them in sub-Saharan Africa.
“Even before today’s unprecedented crisis, the
world was not on track to meet key sustainable
energy goals. Now, they are likely to become even
harder to achieve,” said Fatih Birol, executive di-
rector of the International Energy Agency (IEA).

“We must redouble our efforts to bring afford-
able, reliable and cleaner energy to all – especially
in sub-Saharan Africa, where the need is greatest

– in order to build more prosperous and resilient
economies,” he added in a statement. The report
said disruptions caused by coronavirus lock-
downs and their economic fallout would likely af-
fect electrification, slowing and in some cases
reversing advances. Some utilities and off-grid
providers are expected to face financial difficul-
ties, said the report from the IEA, the International
Renewable Energy Agency, the U.N. Statistics Di-
vision, the World Bank and the World Health Or-
ganization.

COVID-19 has also disrupted supply chains
and limited the ability of many to pay for their
services, it added. “Governments, hand in hand
with the international community, should be pre-
pared to mitigate these adverse effects to safe-
guard the gains in (electricity) access,” it said. The
crisis has shown the need for reliable and clean
energy at hospitals, for schools to prepare chil-
dren for the digital economy, and for communities
to pump clean water, it added. —Reuters

First poverty, now pandemic
threatens access to electricity


