
RISHIKESH, India: Eighteen people were con-
firmed dead yesterday and at least 200 others were
missing after a devastating flash flood in India
thought to have been caused by a chunk of glacier
breaking off. The resulting wall of water and debris
barreled down a tight valley in India’s Himalayan
north on Sunday morning, destroying bridges, roads
and hitting two hydroelectric power plants.

“There was a cloud of dust as the water went by.
The ground shook like an earthquake,” local inhabi-
tant Om Agarwal told Indian TV. The Uttarakhand
state government said on Monday 18 bodies have
been recovered, and chief minister Trivendra Singh
Rawat said at least 200 people were still unac-
counted for.

Most of those missing were working at the two
power plants. Some were trapped in two tunnels cut
off by the floods and by mud and rocks. “If this inci-
dent happened in the evening, after work hours, the
situation wouldn’t have been this bad as laborers
and workers in and around the work sites would
have been at home,” Rawat told reporters.

Twelve people were rescued from one of the
tunnels on Sunday but 25-35 more were still
trapped in the second one, state disaster relief offi-
cial Piyoosh Rautela told AFP.

With the main road washed away, paramilitary
rescuers had to scale down a hillside on ropes to
reach the entrance. Emergency workers were
using heavy machinery to remove tons of rocks.
“Approximately 80 meters (260 feet) inside the

tunnel is cleared and accessible. It appears that
approximately 100 meters of debris inside the
tunnel is yet to be cleared,” said Vivek Kumar
Pandey, another disaster official. Several hundred
rescue workers resumed their search operation at
first light on Monday including national and state
disaster response teams, the army and navy div-
ing teams.

Disaster movie 
Scores of social media users captured the disas-

ter, with footage showing water tearing through the
narrow valley with terrifying force. “We were 300
meters inside the tunnel working. Suddenly there
was whistling and shouting telling us to get out,”
said survivor Rajesh Kumar, 28.

“We started running out but the water gushed
in. It was like scenes from a Hollywood movie. We
thought we wouldn’t make it,” he said. Authorities
said initially that the cause was a chunk of glacier
breaking off into a river, but the trigger may
instead have been a phenomenon called a glacial
lake outburst flood (GLOF). This is when the
boundaries of a glacial lake-formed when a glacier
retreats-are breached, releasing large amounts of
water downstream. 

It is possible that this in turn was caused by an
avalanche. The incident may also have been trig-
gered by water pockets inside a glacier bursting.

Glaciers in the region have been shrinking rapid-
ly in recent years because of global warming, but

experts say that the construction of hydroelectric
plants could also be a factor.

Floods in 2013 killed 6,000 people and led to
calls for a review of projects in Uttarakhand, a state
of 10 million people bordering Tibet and Nepal.

Vimlendhu Jha, founder of Swechha, an environ-
mental NGO, said the disaster was a “grim
reminder” of the effects of climate change and the
“haphazard development of roads, railways and
power plants in ecologically sensitive areas”. —AFP
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This handout photo taken yesterday and released by the Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) shows members of the
Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) during a rescue operation after a broken glacier caused a major river surge that
swept away bridges and roads, at a tunnel near Tapovan dam in Chamoli district of Uttarakhand. —AFP

Wall of water and debris destroy bridges, roads and hit two power plants

18 dead and 200 still missing 
after Indian glacier disaster

News in brief

Two Christians flogged in Indonesia 

BANDA ACEH: Two Christian men were pub-
licly flogged yesterday in Indonesia’s ultra-
conservative Aceh province for drinking alco-
hol and gambling, in a rare instance of non-
Muslims facing a punishment frequently con-
demned by rights groups.  The caning comes
less than two weeks after a male couple were
flogged nearly 80 times each for having gay
sex, which is outlawed under local Islamic law.
Yesterday, the two accused received 40 lashes
each from a masked sharia officer who beat
their backs with a stick. One of them, identified
only as JF, said he chose flogging to avoid a
criminal prosecution that could have seen him
jailed up to six months. — AFP

Canada reports Brazilian virus strain

MONTREAL: Health authorities in Toronto
announced Sunday that a resident had been
diagnosed with the Brazil ian variant of
COVID-19, marking Canada’s first known
case of the mutated virus. The patient has
been hospitalized, Toronto Public Health
(TPH) said in a statement. He had recently
traveled from Brazil.  TPH also said it had
found the first case of the South African coro-
navirus variant in Canada’s largest city,
though the strain had previously been detect-
ed elsewhere in the country. — AFP

Bolivia probes deaths of 35 condors

LA PAZ, Bolivia: Bolivian environmental
authorities on Sunday announced an investi-
gation into the apparent poisoning of 35
Andean condors in a rural community, one of
the most devastating such cases for the
endangered species. “It is an irreparable injury
to our nature and the species,” the environ-
ment and water ministry said. Deputy environ-
ment minister Magin Herrera confirmed 35
dead condors had been discovered in the rural
community of Laderas Norte, in the southern
department of Tarija. — AFP

Algeria to probe student torture 

ALGIERS: The public prosecutor at a court
in Algiers ordered an inquiry Sunday after a
student alleged security forces had tortured
him in custody, a statement said. Walid
Nekkiche was arrested on November 26, 2019,
in Algiers during a march of students from the
Hirak anti-government protest movement,
which first launched vast street demonstra-
tions early that year to oppose then-president
Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s bid for a fifth term in
office. On February 1, during his trial, the 25-
year-old, who spent more than a year in
administrative detention, said members of the
security forces “sexually, physically and ver-
bally assaulted” him while in custody. —AFP

EU call to donate vaccines to Ukraine

KIEVE: The European Commission chief said
yesterday she had called on EU member states
to donate some of their coronavirus jabs to
Ukraine, which is trying to launch a vaccina-
tion campaign. Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky has faced criticism at home for failing
to source Western-made jabs and has called
on the EU to help Ukraine source vaccines.
Zelensky said yesterday that Ukraine, one of
the poorest countries in Europe, would begin
the first phase of the vaccination campaign
later this month. — AFP

New killings 
revive old fears 
in Darfur village
HAMADA VILLAGE, Sudan: Farmer Abbas
Abdullah was among hundreds who had trickled
back to his remote village in South Darfur nearly a
decade after fleeing war there. Now, he thinks he
rushed the decision. Abdullah, from the Bergid ethnic
minority, was attacked last week by Arab nomads on
horses and camels at his farm in the village of
Hamada, hundreds of kilometres west of the
Sudanese capital Khartoum.

“They whipped me and forced me to stand under
the scorching sun from the morning until sunset,” said
the 80-year-old, outside his hut in the village.  “They
then allowed their livestock to graze on my crops. It
was all destroyed.” The assault, he said, was grimly
reminiscent of the 2003 Darfur conflict in which now-
ousted president Omar Al-Bashir unleashed Arab
militias against marginalized ethnic African minorities
following an uprising against his rule.

In 2005, Hamada was raided by the notorious gov-
ernment-backed Janjaweed, who slaughtered cattle,
burned farms and forced the village’s 3,000 residents
to seek refuge in grim displacement camps. Abdullah
only returned to the village in 2016 after the conflict
had largely subsided and a joint United Nations-

African Union peacekeeping mission UNAMID had
launched regular patrols in the vast, arid region.

He has since resumed growing oranges, mangoes
and vegetables, despite periodic clashes with Arab
tribes over livestock and access to water. Things
took a turn for the worse with last month’s tribal
clashes in West and South Darfur, which left some
250 people dead. 

The clashes coincided with the end of UNAMID’s

mandate in Darfur on December 31. 
Like Abdullah, many of the 700 villagers who

returned to Hamada in recent years have complained
of an uptick in attacks. Farmer Mohamed Adam says
armed Arab nomads have increasingly destroyed
crops in his farm. Another resident Khadija Bekhit,
who regularly leaves the village to collect firewood
for cooking, said she gets stopped by Arab militias
more than before.  —AFP

YANGON: Martial law was declared
in parts of Myanmar’s second largest
city Mandalay yesterday, after hun-
dreds of thousands rallied across the
country against the coup and the mili-
tary issued a stern warning against
further protests. The orders cover sev-
en townships in Mandalay, banning
people from protesting or gathering in
groups of more than five, and a curfew
will run from 8 pm until 4 am, the gen-
eral administration department said in
a statement.

A similar declaration has been
made in a township in Ayeyarwaddy
further south and announcements
concerning other localities are
expected to trickle out tonight.

“This order is applied until further
notice,” one Mandalay township state-
ment said. “Some people... are behav-
ing in a worrying way that can harm
the safety of public and law enforce-
ment. Such behaviors can affect stabil-
ity, safety of people, law enforcement,
and peaceful existence of villages and
could create riots, that’s why this

order bans gathering, speaking in
public, protest by using vehicles, ral-
lies,” the statement said.

The military last week detained Suu
Kyi and dozens of other members of
her National League for Democracy
party, ending a decade of civilian rule
and triggering widespread interna-
tional condemnation. In the face of an
increasingly bold wave of defiance
rippling across the country, state
broadcaster MRTV warned that
opposition to the military takeover
was unlawful and signalled a potential
crackdown.

“Action must be taken according to
the law with effective steps against
offences which disturb, prevent and
destroy the state’s stability, public
safety and the rule of law,” said a
statement read by an announcer on
the channel.

Tens of thousands of people rallied
over the weekend in the first major
outpourings of opposition, and the
movement built on Monday with big-
ger protests in key locations across the

country, as well as the start of a
nationwide strike.  In Yangon, the
nation’s commercial capital, massive
throngs spilt onto the city’s main roads,
immobilizing traffic across the city and
dwarfing the previous day’s crowds. 

“Down with military dictatorship”
and “release Daw Aung San Suu Kyi
and arrested people”, the protesters

chanted, flashing the three-finger
salute that has come to symbolise
their movement as car horns were
honked in support. 

Calls for a nationwide strike had
gathered momentum over the week-
end, with textile workers, civil servants
and railway employees walking off the
job in the commercial hub.  —AFP

A picture taken in the South Darfur village of Hamada, north of the region’s capital town Nyala shows children at a
school as residents return to the village. — AFP

Glacier disaster 
survivor recounts 
escape from tunnel
TAPOVAN, India: A whistle turned into a roar of
water that trapped a dozen men in a Himalayan tun-
nel after a glacier burst in northern India, but
Rajesh Kumar lived to tell the tale. Eighteen people
were confirmed dead yesterday and at least 200
others missing after the glacier broke off a moun-
tainside, triggering a flash flood through a valley in
the northern state of Uttarakhand.

Floodwaters swamped a nearby hydro complex
where Kumar and his colleagues were working 300
meters (984 feet) inside a tunnel. “We didn’t think
we were going to make it,” the 28-year-old told
AFP from his hospital bed.  “Suddenly there was a

sound of whistling... there was shouting, people
were telling us to come out. We thought it was a
fire. We started running but the water gushed in. It
was like a Hollywood movie.”

The men clung to scaffolding rods in the tunnel
for four hours, keeping their heads above water and
debris, trying to reassure each other. “We just kept
telling each other-come what may, we must not let
go of the rods. Thank god our hands did not lose
their grip,” said Kumar.

As the flood coursed down the valley, the water
started to recede in the tunnel, leaving it filled with
more than five feet (1.5 meters) of debris and mud.
“We climbed across the rock debris and forced our
way to the mouth of the tunnel,” said Kumar. There
they found a small opening but they were not sure
where it led. 

“All we knew was that we could feel some air.”
Eventually, they saw some light coming through

and one of the men got a phone signal and called
for rescue. There were emotional scenes as Kumar

and his colleagues were pulled out of a tiny hole at
the surface. Some punched the air in joy as they
saw daylight, some were put straight onto stretch-
ers and carried away. One man put his arms in the
air and then fell face-first into the mud.

They were trapped inside a flooded tunnel for
four hours but miraculously managed to escape
with just minor injuries. The glacier broke away as
the power complex was in full operation, and scores
of workers at two power plants are still missing.
Some 35 workers were feared trapped in another
tunnel. The chief minister of Uttarakhand, Trivendra
Singh Rawat, said efforts to clear the tunnel had
continued through the night. 

About 80 meters of mud and rock had been tak-
en out, but there was still another 100 meters to go
to reach the workers. “It is possible that about 35
people are stuck inside,” Rawat said.

Hundreds of paramilitary and emergency service
workers were scouring the valley yesterday for
signs of more survivors.  — AFP

YANGON: Protesters gather to demonstrate against the February 1 military coup, in down-
town in Yangon yesterday. —AFP

Martial law declared 
in parts of Myanmar 


