
NEW DELHI: India’s coronavirus death toll crossed
200,000 yesterday as a relentless wave of new cases
swamped hospitals and sent desperate families out into
the streets of the capital in search of oxygen supplies
and medicine. Infection and death rates are soaring in
the vast country of 1.3 billion, in contrast with the United
States and some European nations taking tentative steps
back towards normal life.

The virus has now killed more than 3.1 million people
worldwide, with India driving the latest surge, recording
360,000 new infections-a global record-and over 3,000
deaths yesterday.  In the capital New Delhi, car parks
have been converted to crematoriums and the soaring
body count has sparked a shortage of wood for funeral
pyres. Desperate relatives of the sick are crowding out-
side hospitals and pharmacies in search of treatment and
medicines, often in vain.

Arriving in cars, rickshaws and ambulances, patients
and their families desperate for oxygen flocked to a tent
outside a Sikh place of worship on the outskirts of the
capital this week.

Priyanka Mandal, 30, had been searching for oxygen

for her mother since she became sick a week ago.
“Medicines are also not available... I’ve visited five, six
big medical stores,” she said. “No matter how much time
it takes, I have to wait here... I only have my mum.”

‘Auspicious’ 
Despite the rising cases, on Tuesday around 25,000

people took part in the final bathing day at the Kumbh

Mela religious gathering in the northern town of
Haridwar, drawn to the banks of the Ganges by an “aus-
picious” full moon, festival official Harbeer Singh told
AFP.  The gathering has attracted millions of pilgrims,
mostly without masks, sparking criticism of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s nationalist government for
allowing it to go ahead.

A variant of the virus feared to be contributing to the
catastrophic wave in India has now been found in more
than a dozen countries, the World Health Organization
said Tuesday. Many nations have rushed to help, sending
desperately needed oxygen and aid.

As part of the global effort, Singapore said yesterday
it had sent two plane-loads of oxygen supplies. India

also appears to be a leading contender for some of the
millions of AstraZeneca vaccine doses the United States
has said it will export. Despite the crisis worsening in
India and other parts of Asia, the Asian Development
Bank yesterday raised its growth forecast for developing
countries in the region.

China and India are expected to lead the rebound
across the vast continent, the lender said, but it cau-
tioned that vaccine rollouts were lagging. By the end of
March, developing Asia had administered 5.2 doses per
100 people, it said-trailing the global average of about
eight doses per 100.

‘Stunning progress’ 
In the United States, President Joe Biden hailed

America’s “stunning” progress against the virus, as the
country’s premier health agency said Americans who
had been vaccinated would no longer need to wear
masks outdoors. “While we still have a long way to go in
this fight, a lot of work to do in May and June to get us
to July 4, we’ve made stunning progress,” Biden said,
referencing Independence Day as a milestone date in the
battle against the pandemic.

In Brazil-which has the highest death toll behind the
United States-the Senate opened an inquiry into the
handling of the pandemic by Jair Bolsonaro’s govern-
ment, as fatalities surged to nearly 400,000 and a
scramble for vaccines continued. Bolsonaro has brazenly
defied expert advice on the virus at virtually every turn,
attacking lockdowns, resisting vaccines and touting
drugs such as hydroxychloroquine that researchers say
are ineffective, and shunning masks.

Permission to rock 
But in Spain scientists said the humble face covering

could be a key element in bringing back live music
events. Results from a trial indoor concert held in
Barcelona last month were released Tuesday, and
showed only six people out of 5,000 revellers had tested
positive for the coronavirus.  Ahead of the show, every-
one underwent mass screening and antigen tests, the
crowd wore masks and capacity at bathrooms was limit-
ed, but there was no assigned seating or mandatory
social distancing.

“There is no sign that suggests transmission took
place during the event,” said Josep Maria Llibre, an
infectious diseases expert. “We can say that it was not a
super-spreading event.” — AFP
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Relentless new wave sends India 
COVID death toll past 200,000

NEW DELHI: Health workers wearing personal protective equipment (PPE kit) attends to COVID-19 coronavirus posi-
tive patients inside a banquet hall temporarily converted into a COVID care center in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP

TOKYO: The young widow of an aging Japanese real
estate mogul was arrested yesterday on suspicion of
murdering the self-described “Don Juan” just months
into their marriage, local media said. 

Police pallbearers carry the coffin of one of their officers in Mimika Tuesday killed in a gun battle in Indonesia’s
restive Papua region between police and separatist rebels. — AFP

Countries send supplies as new cases swamp Indian hospitals 

Widow arrested 
over murder of 
Japan’s ‘Don Juan’
TOKYO: The young widow of an ageing Japanese real
estate mogul was arrested yesterday on suspicion of
murdering the self-described “Don Juan” just months
into their marriage, local media said, citing police
sources. Kosuke Nozaki, who boasted in his autobiog-
raphy of spending millions of dollars on young, beauti-
ful women, died in 2018 of acute poisoning aged 77.

His widow Saki Sudo, now 25, allegedly killed
Nozaki by making him take a large amount of an
unspecified stimulant. Some reports said it had been
mixed into a drink, as no needle marks were found on
his body. Local police declined to confirm the arrest
when contacted by AFP.

Nozaki, who ran a real estate business, liquor sales
company and money-lending enterprise, claimed in his
best-selling autobiography that he had spent three bil-
lion yen ($27.5 million) on wooing 4,000 women. “The
reason I make money is to date attractive women,” he
wrote in the 2016 book titled “Don Juan of Kishu”, after
the region in western Japan where he lived.

“I have no interest in cars or houses. Instead, I have
a boundless desire to have sex with beautiful women,”
he said in the book, which also included chapters on
how to seduce college students and cabin crew. Nozaki
built his fortune from nothing, selling everything from
metal scraps to condoms to liquor, according to the
website of the book’s publisher.

In his will, he said he wanted to donate 1.3 billion
yen to the city of Tanabe in Wakayama prefecture,
where he had lived. But because half of his estate goes
to his widow under civil law, the city had been in talks
with Sudo about splitting the money, the Sankei
Shimbun reported.

Sudo had allegedly been searching for information
online about drugs before her husband’s death, accord-
ing to newspaper reports. In a column Nozaki wrote
for the Gendai Business website in 2018 — months
before his death-he said he was “confident of becom-
ing happy” by marrying Sudo, even though people had
warned him she was probably after his money.

He said they met at Tokyo’s Haneda airport when he
tripped over on purpose to get Sudo, who he said was
a model, to help him. In previous columns, Nozaki said
he had started to become well known in Japan after a
2016 incident in which a 27-year-old woman he met
and dated stole 60 million yen worth of cash and goods
from him. — AFP

New immigration 
law in HK with 
‘exit ban’ powers
HONG KONG: Hong Kong passed a new immigration
law yesterday that includes powers to stop people
entering or leaving the city, raising fears Chinese
mainland-style “exit bans” could be deployed in the
international business hub. The legislation sailed
through a legislature now devoid of opposition as
Beijing seeks to quash dissent and make the semi-
autonomous city more like the authoritarian mainland
following huge and often violent democracy protests.

Activists, lawyers and some business figures have
sounded the alarm over various provisions within the
bill, including one that allows the city’s immigration
chief to bar people from boarding planes to and from
the city.  No court order is required and there is no
recourse to appeal.

The city’s influential Bar Association (HKBA)
warned the bill’s wording gave “apparently unfettered
power” to the immigration director.

Speaking after the bill was passed yesterday, labor
activists and legal critics said the legislature had
ignored concerns about the law’s broad wording and
said they feared exit bans could now be employed in
Hong Kong. “When they have this power, absolute
power, you don’t know who they will use it on,” barris-
ter Chow Hang-tung, from the pro-democracy Hong
Kong Alliance, told reporters after the bill was passed. 

Hong Kong’s government said the immigration bill
was needed to address a backlog of non-refoulement
claims and to screen illegal immigrants before they
depart for the city.

“It will only apply to flights heading to Hong Kong,”
the Security Bureau said. However, the wording of the
bill does not limit the power to arriving flights or immi-
grants and legal experts say it could also be deployed
against anyone leaving or arriving in Hong Kong.  So-
called “exit bans” are often used in mainland China
against activists who challenge authorities. They have
also impacted business figures. 

One recent example is Richard O’Halloran, an
Irishman who has been unable to leave Shanghai for
two years because of a legal dispute involving the
Chinese owner of a Dublin-based company for which
he works.—AFP

Indonesia kills 
10 Papua rebels 
in gun battle 
JAKARTA: At least 10 people were killed in a gun bat-
tle between police and rebels in Indonesia’s restive
Papua region, authorities said, in an apparent retalia-
tion for the execution of a top intelligence chief. The
hours-long shootout Tuesday in remote Puncak district
ended with nine guerrillas and a police officer dead,
while two more officers were wounded, police said.

“We ambushed the area after confirming their
whereabouts,” Papua police spokesman Ahmad
Musthofa Kamal told AFP yesterday. Police said they
believed the dozens-strong rebel faction was respon-
sible for the Sunday slaying of General I Gusti Putu
Danny Karya Nugraha, who headed Papua’s intelli-
gence agency. 

But rebel group spokesman Sebby Sambom dis-
missed the report of rebels being killed as a ‘big lie’

and ‘propaganda’. AFP could not independently verify
the claim by security forces. 

Conflicting reports are common in Papua-a
resource-rich but impoverished island, which shares a
border with Papua New Guinea just north of Australia-
where a low-level insurgency aimed at breaking away
from Indonesia has simmered for decades. The spike in
tensions comes after Indonesian President Joko
Widodo this week ordered security forces to pursue
rebels for the general’s death.  

Papuan separatists have claimed responsibility for
his killing. Indonesian security forces have for years
been dogged by allegations of widespread rights
abuses against Papua’s ethnic Melanesian population
including extrajudicial killings of activists and peaceful
protesters in their efforts to crush the rebel groups. In
recent weeks, security forces ramped up military oper-
ations in Puncak district after rebel groups killed sol-
diers and teachers, torching several schools and a heli-
copter. A former Dutch colony, Papua declared itself
independent in 1961, but neighboring Indonesia took
control of the region two years later with the promise
of holding an independence referendum.

The subsequent vote in favour of staying part of
Indonesia was widely considered a sham. — AFP

Malaysia cartoonist 
faces probe over 
satirical drawing
KUALA LUMPUR: A prominent Malaysian car-
toonist said yesterday he was facing a police probe
over a satirical drawing that mocked a senior official,
just days after another artist was arrested.  They are
the latest government critics to be placed under
investigation after a scandal-mired party returned to
power last year, adding to fears of a widening crack-
down on dissent. 

Zulkifli Anwar Ulhaque-who goes by the pen-name
Zunar-is being probed over a cartoon he drew in
January related to a decision by Kedah state to cancel
a holiday to mark a Hindu festival.  It showed the
state’s top politician, a Muslim, using a meat cleaver to
smash a table where people from different races were
sitting. Officials had defended cancelling the holiday,
blaming the coronavirus pandemic.

Race and religion in Malaysia-which is Muslim-
majority but also home to substantial Hindu and other
religious and ethnic minorities-are often sensitive.
Zunar told AFP he had been summoned for police
questioning Sunday in Kedah and is accused of seek-
ing to incite others to commit crimes and improper
internet use. “It is politically motivated,” he said,
adding that authorities were increasingly concerned
about satirical artists taking aim at them. “This is a
warning. It will make others fearful.”

Zunar was repeatedly targeted under the scandal-
plagued regime of Najib Razak after drawing cartoons
that lampooned the leader and his luxury-loving wife.
He was hit with a string of sedition charges-not over
his work, rather over comments on Twitter-but these
were dropped when Najib lost power in 2018. News of
the police probe against him came after leading graph-
ic artist and activist Fahmi Reza was arrested on Friday
for allegedly insulting the queen by posting a satirical
playlist on Spotify. —AFP

Australia to upgrade 
military bases with 
eye on Pacific row
SYDNEY: Australia announced yesterday it would
upgrade military bases in its far north and expand joint
drills with US forces after warnings about the “drums
of war” beating in the Pacific region.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison announced a plan
worth more than half a billion US dollars to revamp
four military training facilities in the remote north over
the next five years.

The package of upgrades is more extensive and
more costly than first conceived two years ago and
would allow more joint drills with American forces,
including US marines rotating through the northern
port of Darwin. “We will always do what is necessary
to ensure Australia has the capability it needs to pro-
tect and defend its interests,” Morrison said yesterday.

His conservative government has sounded a
more hawkish tone on defense matters in recent
months, as relations with China have soured. Last
year, the Morrison government unveiled plans to
dramatically tool up its military with high-tech
weaponry in the face of greater perceived threats
from Beijing.

Defense experts have even suggested the country
should consider developing nuclear weapons capabili-
ty, because Australia’s relative small conventional
forces are unlikely to be able to defend the vast conti-
nent-country from an attack. This week, a top govern-
ment official warned that free nations “again hear” the
“drums of war” in the region and newly installed
Defense Minister Peter Dutton openly mused about
the prospect of a war between China and Taiwan.
Critics have accused the government of manufacturing
a crisis to divert attention from a stalled coronavirus
vaccine rollout and sliding poll numbers.

Former prime minister Kevin Rudd said Morrison,
Dutton and allied media mogul Rupert Murdoch were
“trying desperately to shift the domestic political agen-
da away from the vaccine debacle, the climate change
fiasco and abuse scandals in Canberra”. — AFP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong passed a new immigration law
yesterday that includes powers to stop people entering
or leaving the city, raising fears Chinese mainland-style
“exit bans” could be deployed in the international busi-
ness hub.


