
Friday, April 23, 2021I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 17

NEW DELHI: India posted a global record of almost 315,000 new
COVID infections yesterday as hospitals in New Delhi sent out
desperate warnings that patients could die without fresh oxygen
supplies. The country’s long-underfunded healthcare system is
being stretched to the limit by a devastating second wave of the
pandemic blamed on a “double mutant” variant and “super-
spreader” mass gatherings. Health ministry data yesterday showed
314,835 new infections in the past 24 hours, the most of any coun-
try since the pandemic began, taking total cases to 15.9 million,
the world’s second highest. There were 2,074 fatalities, bringing
the total death toll to almost 185,000. The numbers are however
considerably lower on a per capita basis than in many other coun-
tries, raising fears that the situation could get a lot worse. Major
private and government-run hospitals in New Delhi have sent out
urgent appeals to the central government, calling for more oxygen
supplies for hundreds of patients on ventilator support.

On Wednesday, nearly 500 tons of oxygen was supplied to
Delhi but this fell short of the required 700 tons per day. The
megacity’s government, run by a different party to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s national administration, has accused neighboring
states governed by Modi’s BJP of holding up supplies.

Late Wednesday the Delhi High Court ordered the government
to ensure safe passage of oxygen supplies from factories to hos-
pitals across India. “You beg, borrow and steal but have to pro-
vide,” the judges said, asking why the government is “not waking
up to the gravity of the situation”. “In the last few days there has
been a mad scramble for oxygen. One hospital or the other is run-
ning short,” Delhi chief minister Arvind Kejriwal said yesterday.

“Now oxygen supply is coming... we are trying to ensure every
truck carrying oxygen reaches the hospitals,” he said, adding that
he had requested oxygen be airlifted from the eastern state of
Odisha. Recent months have seen mass gatherings in India, in-
cluding millions attending the Kumbh Mela religious festival, po-
litical rallies, lavish weddings and cricket matches with spectators.
Now, states across India have imposed restrictions, with Delhi in
a week-long lockdown, all non-essential shops shut in Maharash-
tra, and Uttar Pradesh set for a weekend shutdown.

Modi yesterday still urged voters in West Bengal however “to
exercise their franchise” as parts of the eastern state voted. This
is despite West Bengal also reeling from the health crisis, with
Kolkata “facing an acute shortage of hospital beds”, said Kunar
Sarkar, senior vice-chairman of Medica Superspeciality Hospital.
“Beds with oxygen supply are filling fast. Reports are pouring in
that at least 100 people are waiting at every hospital in the city,”
Sarkar told AFP.

Production of key coronavirus drugs slowed or was even
halted in early 2021 at some factories and there were delays invit-
ing bids for oxygen generation plants, according to press reports.
Distraught relatives are now being forced to pay exorbitant rates
on the black market for medicines and oxygen, while WhatsApp
groups are full of desperate pleas for help.

The United States now advises against travel to India, even for
those fully vaccinated, while Britain has put India on its “red list”.
Hong Kong and New Zealand have banned flights. Australia yes-
terday also tightened restrictions on arrivals from India, with
Prime Minister Scott Morrison saying returnees from there now

made up about 40 percent of COVID cases detected in quaran-
tine. India’s inoculation program has hit supply hurdles, prompting
New Delhi to put the brakes on exports of the AstraZeneca shot,
which is manufactured locally by the Serum Institute. India has
administered more than 130 million shots so far and from May 1
all adults will be eligible for a jab.

“I have just one word (for the current situation), which is ap-
palling,” college student Ananya Bhatt, 22, told AFP. “This is all a
result of the gross mismanagement by the government... What
kind of a country leaves its citizens to suffocate and die in this
manner?” —AFP
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Sri Lanka Catholics 
slam govt over 
Easter attacks probe
COLOMBO: The head of Sri Lanka’s Roman Catholic Church on
Wednesday accused the government of stalling investigations into
Easter Sunday bombings two years ago that killed 279 people.
Nearly 200 people were arrested within days of the suicide at-
tacks on hotels and churches by Islamist extremists, but no one
has yet been charged. Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith, who led com-
memorations on the second anniversary Wednesday, said he was
“deeply saddened” by the lack of progress in the investigation.

“We have to stress that what is happening at the moment is an
attitude of ‘no care’ where all factors are not properly investigated,”
the cardinal said at a commemorative service in Colombo. He re-
newed his call for swift action against the perpetrators and said
“political posturing and the need to safeguard alliances” was hin-
dering the probe. The cardinal has previously called for former
president Maithripala Sirisena to be prosecuted for failing to pre-
vent the attacks despite advance warnings. An investigation or-
dered by Sirisena soon after the bombings found that he and his
intelligence officials had precise information from India about the
attack 17 days earlier, but failed to act. Sirisena, who did not offer
himself for re-election in November 2019 polls, is currently a leg-
islator with the party of his successor Gotabaya Rajapaksa. —AFP

Myanmar summit 
a test for ASEAN’s 
credibility: Thailand
YANGON: A weekend summit on the Myanmar coup crisis will be a
test for ASEAN’s credibility and unity, a senior Thai official said yes-
terday, amid an escalating death toll and violence across its western
border. Security forces in Myanmar have killed at least 739 people
since a February 1 military coup ousted civilian leader Aung San Suu
Kyi, according to a local monitoring group. The Myanmar military has
stepped up the use of lethal force as it seeks to quell mass protests
against the junta, with an estimated 250,000 people now displaced,
according to UN envoy Tom Andrews. Leaders and foreign ministers
from the 10-country Association of Southeast Asian Nations are set to
hold talks on the mounting Myanmar crisis in Jakarta on Saturday.

Coup leader Min Aung Hlaing will travel to Indonesia for the summit,
in his first overseas trip since the putsch, Nikkei Asia reported. His in-
volvement has angered activists, human rights groups and a shadow gov-
ernment of ousted Myanmar lawmakers. Indonesian president Joko
Widodo and Thai prime minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha discussed the
summit in a phone call yesterday morning. During the conversation,
Prayut acknowledged that the situation in Myanmar is a challenging issue
for peace and stability in the region, according to a press statement.

But Thai Foreign Ministry spokesman Tanee Sangrat confirmed
Prayut will send Foreign Minister Don Pramudwinai in his place be-
cause he must stay home to deal with the coronavirus situation gripping
Thailand. ASEAN countries are aware of international expectations to
deliver concrete outcomes from the talks, Tanee said.

“It is now up to ASEAN family members including Myanmar to
safeguard ASEAN’s unity and credibility,” Tanee told an online press
conference yesterday. There have been some calls for Myanmar to be
expelled from the bloc, which generally has a hands off approach when
it comes to the internal affairs of its members. United Nations special
envoy for Myanmar, Christine Schraner Burgener, is expected to leave
Bangkok for Jakarta for meetings on the sidelines of the summit.

International condemnation of the coup and violence continues
to build but the junta has so far largely weathered the backlash.
Overnight, the US Treasury department announced sanctions on
Myanmar pearl and timber exports. “The Burmese military derives
significant funding from state-owned enterprises in the natural re-
sources market,” Office of Foreign Assets Control director Andrea
Gacki said in a statement. —AFP

MUMBAI: People wait in queues to receive the COVID-19 coronavirus vaccine at
a vaccination center in Mumbai yesterday.—AFP

This handout photo taken and released by Dawei Watch yesterday shows a pro-
tester making the three-finger salute during a demonstration against the military
coup in Dawei. —AFP


