
NEW DELHI:  The first emergency medical sup-
plies trickled into COVID-stricken India yesterday
as part of a global campaign to staunch a cata-
strophic wave in the latest pandemic hotspot, with
the United States also pledging to export millions
of AstraZeneca vaccine doses.

India’s infection and death rates are growing
exponentially, overwhelming hospitals, in contrast
to some wealthier Western nations that are starting
to ease restrictions. The virus has now killed more
than 3.1 million people worldwide, with India driv-
ing the latest surge in global case numbers, record-
ing over 350,000 new infections yesterday.

Crates of ventilators and oxygen concentrators
from Britain were unloaded at a Delhi airport early
yesterday, the first emergency medical supplies to
arrive in the country. Elsewhere in the capital AFP
images showed smoke billowing from dozens of
pyres lit inside a parking lot that has been turned
into a makeshift crematorium.

“People are just dying, dying and dying,” said
Jitender Singh Shanty, who is coordinating the cre-
mation of around 100 bodies a day at the site in the
east of the city. “If we get more bodies then we will
cremate on the road. There is no more space here.”

We will be there for them’ 
The United States, France, Germany, Canada and

the World Health Organization have all promised to
rush supplies to India. President Joe Biden

announced on Monday the United States would
send up to 60 million doses of the AstraZeneca
COVID-19 vaccine abroad.

White House spokeswoman Jen Psaki said the
recipient countries had not yet been decided and
that the administration was still formulating its dis-
tribution plan. But India appeared to be a leading
contender after Biden spoke with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi-whose Hindu-nationalist govern-
ment is under fire for allowing mass gatherings
such as religious festivals and political rallies in
recent weeks. “India was there for us, and we will
be there for them,” Biden tweeted after the call
with Modi, referencing India’s support for the
United States when it was enduring the worst of its
COVID crisis. 

‘Beyond heart-breaking’
World Health Organization chief Tedros

Adhanom Ghebreyesus on Monday described the
situation in India as “beyond heartbreaking”. “WHO
is doing everything we can, providing critical equip-
ment and supplies,” Tedros said. France also said it
would send eight oxygen production units, as well
as oxygen containers and respirators, to India.
However many nations have also sought to close
borders to travellers from India, fearful of a variant
that appears to be one of the drivers of the surge. 

Belgium yesterday became the latest territory
to ban travellers from India, Brazil and South

Africa, major countries hit by fast-spreading coro-
navirus variants. “Passenger travel by air, train,
boat, and bus, including transit traffic, from India,
Brazil and South Africa to Belgium will be banned,”
Prime Minister Alexander de Croo announced in a
statement.

Australia also cut all passenger air travel with
India, suspending flights until at least May 15.

Among the Aussies still in the country are a host of
high-profile cricketers playing in the lucrative
Indian Premier League, which has attracted criti-
cism for continuing during the crisis. Before the ban
was announced, News Corp reported that batsman
Chris Lynn of the Mumbai Indians had requested
the Australia cricket board put on a chartered flight
home for the players once the IPL finishes. —AFP 
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News in brief

Brazil’s Sputnik jab refusal flayed

MOSCOW:  The developers of Russia’s Sputnik
V coronavirus vaccine yesterday criticized
Brazil’s refusal to import the jab as politically
motivated. Brazilian health regulator Anvisa on
Monday denied requests from several states to
receive batches of Sputnik V, saying it did not
have the data needed to verify the jab’s safety
and efficacy. “Anvisa’s delays in approving
Sputnik V are unfortunately of a political nature
and have nothing to do with access to informa-
tion or science,” the official Sputnik V Twitter
account said. It pointed to a recent US govern-
ment report that said Washington had tried to
persuade Brazil not to use Sputnik.—AFP

Woman killed in Chad capital

N’DJAMENA, Chad: A woman was killed by
demonstrators in the Chadian capital yesterday
as crowds protested the newly-installed junta,
despite the military’s call to ban the gatherings.
Police were out in the streets of N’Djamena
yesterday to break up planned demonstrations
against the so-called Transitional Military
Council (TMC), which took control of the gov-
ernment after the shock death of president
Idriss Deby Itno.  His 37-year-old son
Mahamat now leads the council, and has
pledged to hold elections in 18 months. A
woman died yesterday when anti-junta pro-
testers attacked a bus in N’Djamena, a prose-
cutor said. — AFP

27,000 displaced in Colombia in 2021

BOGOTA: More than 27,000 people were
displaced during the first quarter of 2021 due
to a surge of violence in lawless areas of
Colombia, the human rights ombudsman said
on Monday. People have either fled or been
chased from their land by threats, murders,
forced recruitment by armed gangs, clashes
between such gangs, and others pitting them
against the armed forces. It amounts to a 177
percent increase in displacements on the same
period in 2020, the ombudsman said.  — AFP

Immunity of neo-Nazi Greek MEP 

BRUSSELS: EU lawmakers have voted to lift
the immunity of Greek MEP Ioannis Lagos, a
former leader of the neo-Nazi Golden Dawn
party sentenced to jail in his homeland, the
European Parliament said yesterday. Legislators
overwhelmingly approved the move, with 658
backing it and only 25 opposed in a secret bal-
lot held on Monday. A police source in Athens
told AFP that Greek judicial authorities had
issued an international arrest warrant for the
48-year-old. In a Twitter post Monday, Lagos
voiced disdain for the decision and said he
would remain “strong and free.”—AFP 

Bans imposed on Navalny group

MOSCOW: A Russian court yesterday
imposed sweeping bans on jailed Kremlin critic
Alexei Navalny’s Anti-Corruption Foundation
(FBK), its director said, while it considers
whether to designate the group an extremist
organization. FBK director Ivan Zhdanov said
on Twitter that the court had banned the group
from posting content on the internet, using
state media, organizing protests, participating
in elections and using bank deposits. Earlier
yesterday the Moscow city court’s press serv-
ice told reporters a judge had agreed to a “ban
on certain activities” for the FBK without clari-
fying what they were as the case is being heard
behind closed doors. —AFP

Frantic scramble 
for COVID
drugs in India
NEW DELHI:  Manish Aggarwal celebrates with
weary relief after laying his hands on precious dos-
es of COVID-19 medication for his sick father-a
victory where thousands across India have not been
so lucky. He has been waiting in line outside a small
pharmacy in Delhi for eight hours to secure remde-
sivir, and is rewarded with just two of the recom-
mended six doses.

“Finally, it’s a victory!” he exclaims. But not
everybody is as fortunate. In the same queue in the
south of the Indian capital are more than 100 peo-
ple with loved ones in hospital. Only 30 people
receive the medicine. Scuffles break out every few
minutes as people try to jump the queue. Three
armed policemen are stationed nearby for crowd
control. The officers keep telling those gathered
that no more tokens-pieces of paper with a scrib-

bled number on them-for remdesivir will be distrib-
uted today as stocks have run out, and they ask
them to try somewhere else.

India is struggling with a catastrophic surge in
coronavirus infections as well as severe shortages
of medical supplies, with hospitals and crematori-
ums overwhelmed. “This government has failed us
so much that those who can normally survive also
die,” says an exhausted Vinod Kumar, who has been
waiting since 6 am.

He has also had to battle to obtain oxygen for his
sick relative. As evening falls and the medical sup-
plier-one of the few places in Delhi where remde-
sivir is sold at its retail price-shuts up his shop,
some people outside start crying.  They include a
brother and sister in their teens who have been
driving around looking for medication for their sick
and hospitalized father. Despite India’s status as the
“pharmacy of the world”, the biggest producer of
generic drugs has been unable to meet the demand
for antiviral medication such as remdesivir.

Many doctors say remdesivir is not essential for
the treatment of COVID-19, but hospitals have been
prescribing it anyway. Due to the shortages, families
are being asked to procure it on their own. Many

resort to the black market where the drug is sold for
anywhere between $300 and $1,350 for a single vial.
The usual price is between $12 and $75. “When I
asked someone for six injections, he said, ‘I can give
you 600, you just need to pay me 60,000 rupees
($800) per injection,’” says Aggarwal. — AFP

MUMBAI: People queue up to receive a dose of a COVID-19 vaccine at a vaccination center yesterday. —AFP

PARIS: A decade after he was hunted
down and killed in Pakistan by US
special forces, Al-Qaeda founder
Osama bin Laden retains the capacity
to mobilize extremists even in a polar-
ized jihadist scene that has radically
changed in the last years. Even though
Bin Laden’s body was buried in the
Arabian Sea from the deck of a US
aircraft carrier hours after his death, to
avoid the creation of any pilgrimage
site on land, he remains an example
and symbol for many radical Islamists.

The Saudi national shrewdly under-
stood the importance of propaganda
that has helped project his charismatic
image long after his death. In videos
he took to appearing with an assault
rifle at his side, despite rarely seeing
direct combat himself. “Osama bin
Laden carefully curated his public
persona to cultivate a dedicated fol-
lowing,” said Katherine Zimmerman,
an advisor for the Critical Threats

Project at the American Enterprise
Institute’s. 

“His image-that of a devout Muslim
in more traditional dress, but always
with his AK-74 at arm’s reach and
often in his camouflage jacket-was tai-
lored to portray himself as a leader in
the jihad, both spiritually and militari-
ly,” she said. 

‘Unwinnable war’ 
This calculated image projection

was a success, in particular for recruit-
ing fighters, said Colin Clarke, director
of research at the Soufan Center, a
US-based risk consultancy. “Even
though he was criticized at times for
his love of the media, he was savvy
enough to understand the importance
of advancing Al-Qaeda’s message on
major platforms,” Clarke told AFP.

After the September 11, 2001,
attacks on the United States carried
out by an Al-Qaeda cell under bin

Laden’s orders, the West spent billions
of dollars trying to defeat radical
Islamist extremists. But jihadists are
indisputably more numerous world-
wide than they were two decades ago.
And President Joe Biden, who plans to
mark the 20th anniversary of 9/11 by
pulling US troops out from Afghanistan
by September, will not be able to claim
any conclusive victory in the operation.
Bin Laden effectively turned war

zones into training arenas for jihadis,
with conflicts from Bosnia to
Chechnya to Somalia proving fertile
ground for extremists who would
wreak havoc outside their home coun-
tries. “Not only did he threaten to
attack the West, but he succeeded,
and he was able to drag the United
States into an unwinnable war of attri-
tion in Afghanistan, just as he had
planned,” Clarke said. — AFP

10 years after death, Bin
Laden still mobilizes jihadists

In this picture taken on February 11, 2021, local resident Altaf Hussain and neighbor of
slain former Al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, stands next to a signboard at the site of
the demolished compound of Bin Laden, in northern Abbottabad. — AFP

Myanmar’s junta 
wants ‘stability’ 
before peace
YANGON: Myanmar’s junta said
yesterday it will heed regional pleas
to stop violence only when the coup-
hit country “returns to stability”, as
fresh fighting erupted with a major
ethnic rebel group along its eastern
border. The nation has been in turmoil
since the military ousted civilian
leader Aung San Suu Kyi in a
February 1 coup, triggering an upris-
ing that has seen security forces
mount deadly crackdowns against
protesters. 

The violence-in which more than
750 people have been killed by secu-
rity forces, according to a local moni-
toring group-has raised alarm among
regional neighbors.  Junta leader Min
Aung Hlaing attended a weekend
meeting on the crisis with the leaders
of the 10-country Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) —
his first overseas trip since he seized
power. The leaders issued a “five-
point consensus” statement that

called for the “immediate cessation of
violence” and a visit to Myanmar by a
regional special envoy. Yesterday,
Myanmar’s State Administrative
Council-as the junta dubs itself-said it
would consider the “constructive sug-
gestions made by ASEAN leaders
when the situation returns to stability
in the country”.

The statement also said its neigh-
bors’ suggestions would be “positive-
ly considered if it (ASEAN) would
facilitate the implementation” of the
junta’s five-step roadmap. Junta
spokesman Zaw Min Tun told AFP the
regime was “satisfied” with the trip,
saying they had been able to explain
the “real situation” to ASEAN leaders.

But ASEAN is not known for its
diplomatic clout and observers have
questioned how effectively it can
influence the crisis. The former US
ambassador to Myanmar, Scot
Marciel, warned that the military’s
response to the Jakarta summit
showed signs of backsliding already.

“ASEAN cannot dither here, as the
junta moves to walk back even the
limited agreement reached Saturday,”
Marciel said in a tweet. “There should
be urgent follow-up, and costs
imposed on the junta for delay. There

is a reason no one in Myanmar trusts
the Tatmadaw,” he said, referring to
the military by its Burmese name.

Since February 1, security forces
have killed more than 750 civilians,
according to the Assistance
Association for Political Prisoners, a
local monitoring group tracking the
death toll. But the junta-which called
AAPP an “illegal organization”-has
registered a far lower death toll
while blaming the violence on “riot-

ers”. Two days after the ASEAN
meeting, a teashop owner in
Mandalay-a hotspot of unrest-was
shot dead amid a protest that saw a
violent crackdown by authorities,
according to a rescue worker.  The
anti-coup movement has garnered
broad support across the country,
including among some of Myanmar’s
armed insurgent groups which have
for decades been fighting the mili-
tary for more autonomy.  — AFP

YANGON: A protester holds a sign in support of the National Unity Government (NUG) as
others make the three-finger salute during a demonstration against the military coup in
Yangon’s Sanchaung township yesterday. — AFP

CHENNAI: A man holds boxes of Remdesivir, an antiviral
drug used to treat COVID-19 symptoms, purchased from
government dispensary in Chennai yesterday. — AFP


