
JAKARTA: The crew of an Indonesian passenger jet
that crashed off Jakarta at the weekend with 62 peo-
ple aboard did not declare an emergency or report
technical problems before it suddenly plunged into
the sea, an investigator said yesterday. So far, inspec-
tors have so far been unable to say why the 26-year-
old plane crashed just four minutes after takeoff, but
they do know the location of the black boxes.

A recording of conversations with air traffic con-
trol pointed to routine exchanges, and there was no
communication as the Sriwijaya Air Boeing 737-500
plunged about 10,000 feet (3,000 meters) in less
than a minute before slamming into the Java Sea, said
National Transportation Safety Committee investiga-
tor Nurcahyo Utomo. “It’s like a normal conversation
and nothing suspicious,” he said.

“There’s no talk of an emergency or something
like that.” The preliminary data suggested it was
“most likely” that the plane was intact when it hit the
water Saturday, he added.

“But we don’t know at this stage” what caused the
crash, Utomo said. His comments came as divers
searched waters off Jakarta for black boxes-cockpit
voice and flight data recorders-that could be crucial
to help explain why the plane went down. 

Meanwhile, divers searched waters off Jakarta
yesterday for black boxes from a passenger jet that
crashed at the weekend with 62 people aboard, as
investigators took up the grim task of identifying
victims’ remains. Retrieving the boxes-cockpit
voice and flight data recorders-will likely help

explain why the Sriwijaya Air Boeing 737-500
plunged about 10,000 feet (3,000 meters) in less
than a minute before slamming into the Java Sea.  

Switched flight 
There were 62 Indonesian passengers and crew

aboard the half-full flight, including 10 children. The
jet’s captain, Afwan-a 54-year-old father of three,
who like many Indonesians goes by one name-was a
former air force pilot with decades of flying under his
belt, according to local media.

Some of the 2,600 personnel working in the
recovery effort involving dozens of boats and heli-
copters are hauling body parts, twisted piece of
wreckage and passengers’ clothing from shallow
waters about 23 meters (75 feet) deep. Body bags
filled with human remains are being taken to a
police hospital where investigators hope to identify
victims by matching DNA from their remains to liv-
ing relatives. 

Rapin Akbar, who gave a blood sample to the
hospital, had five relatives on board including an old-
er sister, a nephew and his wife and their seven-
month-old baby. They were flying back to Pontianak,
the city on Indonesia’s section of Borneo island,
about 90 minutes away.

“(My nephew) had planned to go back to
Pontianak on Sunday but changed his mind and
decided to fly on Saturday instead,” Akbar said. “He
called me to say the flight was delayed and sent me a
picture of their baby. It was (their) first.”

Despite the name, black boxes are usually bright
orange with reflective stripes, and all commercial
planes are obliged to have them on board. Built to
survive at vast depths and in extreme heat, they are
fitted with a beacon which can emit a signal for one
month. The devices record information about the
speed, altitude and direction of the plane as well as
flight crew conversations. 

Black box data help explain nearly 90 percent of

all crashes, according to aviation experts. The probe
into Saturday’s crash is likely to take months. Aviation
analysts said flight-tracking data showed the plane
sharply deviated from its intended course before it
went into a steep dive, with bad weather, pilot error
and mechanical malfunction among the potential fac-
tors. “Something quite dramatic has happened after
takeoff,” said Stephen Wright, professor of aircraft
systems at Finland’s Tampere University. — AFP
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JAKARTA : Rescuers lay out body bags containing human remains recovered from the crash site of Sriwijaya Air flight
SJ182 at the port in Jakarta on Sunday. — AFP  

Divers search plane wreckage for black boxes

Crew on crashed Indonesian jet did 
not declare emergency: Investigator

News in brief

Biden to receive second dose 

WASHINGTON:  US President-elect Joe
Biden received his second dose of the COVID-
19 vaccine yesterday, his office announced,
three weeks after his first injection was broad-
cast live on TV to boost public confidence in
the jab. Biden, 78, told Americans “there’s noth-
ing to worry about” when he got his first dose
of the Pfizer vaccine at the Christiana Hospital
in Newark, Delaware on December 21. His team
said that his second jab would also be done in
front of the media, without giving further
details. More than 374,000 people have died
from the coronavirus in America. — AFP 

Australian charged over oil scandal

SYDNEY: Australian police yesterday
charged a man in connection with allegations a
Sydney-based firm paid $78 million in bribes
to secure lucrative Iraqi oil contracts. The man,
who was not named by police, was identified in
media reports as former Leighton Holdings
executive David Savage. Police said a 60-year-
old was charged with two counts of knowingly
providing misleading information contrary to
the Corporations Act. He was arrested on his
release from 14 days in hotel quarantine after
returning to Australia from France. — AFP

Russia vaccinated 1.5m with Sputnik

MOSCOW:  Russia announced yesterday that
1.5 million people around the world had
received its Sputnik V coronavirus vaccine as
part of an initiative Kremlin critics have
described as a geopolitical push. The Russian
Direct Investment Fund (RDIF), which has
financed the development of the Sputnik V
coronavirus vaccine, confirmed the figure to
AFP without offering a breakdown of where
the jab was distributed. “We cannot say how
many of them are in Russia and in the rest of
the world,” RDIF spokesman Arseny Palagin
said, adding that individual nations could
release data separately. —AFP 

Micronesia records first COVID case

KOROR: The remote Pacific nation of
Micronesia recorded its first case of COVID-19
yesterday, ending its run as one of the few
places on Earth without the coronavirus.
President David Panuelo acknowledged the
development was “alarming” for the country’s
100,000 inhabitants but said the case had been
contained at the border. “For this reason, citi-
zens across the nation should remain calm,” he
said in a televised address. “Do not panic
because the situation is contained.” Panuelo
said the positive test came from a crewman on a
government ship “Chief Mailo”, which had been
in the Philippines undergoing repairs. — AFP 

Brisbane lifts virus lockdown 

AUSTRALIA:  Australia’s third-largest city
lifted stay-at-home orders yesterday, after
mass testing and tracing across Brisbane found
no new coronavirus cases despite fears over a
contagious strain entering the community.
More than two million people were ordered
into a snap lockdown Friday after a cleaner at a
quarantine hotel contracted the UK variant of
COVID-19 from a returned traveller.
Queensland Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk
said the lockdown would be lifted at 6pm local
time yesterday after tens of thousands of tests
detected zero cases of transmission.  —AFP 

India readies 
coronavirus 
vaccine rollout
NEW DELHI: India aims to begin
vaccinating its 1.3 billion people
against coronavirus from Saturday, a
colossal and complex task compound-
ed by safety worries, shaky infrastruc-
ture and public skepticism. In one of
the world’s biggest rollouts, the plan-
et’s second-most populous nation
hopes to inoculate 300 million peo-
ple-equal almost to the entire US
population-by July. First to get one of
two vaccines granted “emergency
approval” will be 30 million health and
other frontline workers, followed by
around 270 million people aged over
50 or deemed high-risk all over the
vast nation.

About 150,000 staff in 700 dis-
tricts have been specially trained, and
India has held several national dry
runs involving mock transportation of
vaccines and dummy injections.
Authorities will use the experience
from holding elections in the world’s
biggest democracy, and from regular
child immunization programs for polio
and tuberculosis.

But in an enormous, impoverished
nation with often shoddy transport

networks and one of the world’s
worst-funded healthcare systems, the
undertaking is still daunting. Regular
child inoculations are a “much smaller
game” and vaccinating against
COVID-19 will be “deeply challeng-
ing”, said Satyajit Rath from the
National Institute of Immunology.

The two vaccines approved by
India-AstraZeneca’s Covishield, made
by local partner the Serum Institute,
and Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin-need to
be kept refrigerated at all times. A
total of 29,000 cold-chain points, 240
walk-in coolers, 70 walk-in freezers,
45,000 ice-lined refrigerators, 41,000
deep freezers and 300 solar refrigera-
tors are at the ready.

Bicycle transport 
India has four “mega depots” to

take delivery of the vaccines and
transport them to state distribution
hubs in temperature-controlled vans,
but the final leg will be tough. In one
recent exercise in rural Uttar Pradesh-
where summer temperatures exceed
40 degrees Celsius (105 Fahrenheit)
— a health worker was pictured trans-
porting boxes of dummy vials on his
bicycle. In Kashmir, currently being
pummeled by snowstorms, databases
of priority groups-and of staff to
administer the vaccines-were still
being prepared last week, officials
said. During the last dry run on Friday,
workers at one health center in

Bangalore had to use a cellphone
hotspot to go online because their
network was down.

There are also concerns about the
government’s aim to manage the entire
process digitally via its own app,
CoWIN-of which there are already
several fake versions. As of yesterday,
it also remained unclear whether the
government has yet to agree a price
per jab with the Serum Institute. Tens
of millions of shots are reportedly sit-
ting at Serum’s factory in the western
city of Pune waiting for an agreement
before a fleet of refrigerated trucks
can take them to the airport.

Skeptics 
More than 150,000 Indians have

died from COVID-19 and the econo-
my is one of the worst-hit worldwide,
with millions losing their livelihoods. “I
look forward to getting the vaccine
and living without fear and the mask
all the time,” migrant worker
Shatrughan Sharma, 43, told AFP in
the capital, New Delhi. “The last year
was very tough for us.” But like in oth-
er countries, there is skepticism about
the vaccine, fuelled by a torrent of
misinformation online. A recent survey
of 18,000 people across India found
that 69 percent were in no rush to get
a COVID-19 shot.  Public trust was
not helped by Bharat Biotech’s indige-
nous vaccine being controversially
given “restricted approval” without
data from Phase 3 human trials. —AFP 

BRISTOL: Boxes of vials of the Oxford/AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine are seen in a
refrigerator at Ashton Gate Stadium. — AFP 

N Korea’s Kim
assumes late
father’s mantle
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has
had his official party title changed, state media
reported yesterday, assuming a position previously
held by his late father in what analysts said was a
move to bolster his authority. The North Korean
economy is struggling in the face of self-imposed
coronavirus isolation, and is subject to multiple
sanctions over its banned nuclear weapons and bal-
listic missile programs. At the same time, nuclear
talks with the United States have been deadlocked
since the collapse of the Hanoi summit between Kim
and President Donald Trump in February 2019. 

The ruling Workers’ Party of Korea “unanimous-
ly adopted” a decision to elect Kim as general sec-
retary at its congress on Sunday, the official KCNA
news agency reported. “All the delegates
expressed full support with stormy applause in
great excitement,” it said. The South Korean mili-
tary said it detected signs that a military parade
may have been staged Sunday night for the con-
gress. The last such gathering five years ago had
named Kim as party chairman in what was largely

seen as a formal coronation for the leader, who was
in his early 30s at the time. The new title comes
after Kim pledged at the meeting to strengthen his
nuclear-armed nation’s military capabilities, and
called the US his country’s “foremost principal
enemy”. He also admitted that “almost all sectors
fell a long way short of the set objectives” in North
Korea’s previous economic plan.

Experts said the new nomenclature was largely
symbolic, with the congress changing job titles to
reinstate a previously scrapped party secretariat
system. North Korea is more isolated than ever
after closing its borders last January to protect
itself against the coronavirus that first emerged in
neighbour and key ally China. “It’s another indirect
way of admitting that plans introduced in 2016 —
including the new chairman system-did not really
work out,” said defector-turned-researcher Ahn
Chan-il of the World Institute for North Korea
Studies in Seoul.

“Kim wanted to create a new image for himself
and his era-that’s different from his father’s-by
becoming a ‘chairman’, but it looks like he feels the
need to stress his connection to his father in order to
consolidate his leadership during this difficult time.”
Kim’s father Kim Jong Il has remained the party’s
Eternal General Secretary since soon after his 2011
death, while the current leader’s grandfather Kim Il
Sung, North Korea’s founder, is the country’s Eternal
President despite dying in 1994. —AFP

PYONGYANG : This picture shows North Korean leader Kim Jong Un attending the 8th Congress of the Workers’ Party
of Korea (WPK) in Pyongyang. — AFP 

China warns 
‘counterstrike’ against
US move on  Taiwan
BEIJING: China yesterday threatened a “counter-
strike” against a move by the United States to lift
restrictions on official contacts with Taiwan as mili-
tary tensions grow between Beijing and the self-
ruled island. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
said Saturday Washington would lift “complex
internal restrictions” on contacts with Taipei by
diplomats, after a year of mounting US-Chinese
friction on topics including human rights, trade and
the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic. Beijing says
Taiwan is an inviolable part of China to be
reclaimed, by force if necessary, and opposes any
diplomatic recognition of the democratic island.

Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian
said Beijing “strongly condemns” the move and
accused the United States of violating the terms of
Washington’s diplomatic relations with Beijing.
“Any action that harms China’s core interests will
receive a resolute counterstrike from China,” Zhao
warned, urging Pompeo to retract the decision or
face “severe punishment”. It was not clear what the
change means in practice, with Pompeo saying
executive branch communications with Taiwan will
be handled by the American Institute in Taiwan
(AIT), which is owned by the US government and
serves as the de facto embassy.

The AIT was founded in 1979, when the United
States extended diplomatic recognition to mainland
China under a historic agreement requiring it to end
formal recognition of Taiwan. But Washington
remains a staunch ally of Taipei and is bound by
Congress to sell it weapons for self-defense. It
opposes any move to change Taiwan’s current status
by force. Military tensions between mainland China
and Taiwan have grown sharper in the past year-
reaching their worst since the mid-1990s, some ana-
lysts say. Chinese jets made a record 380 incursions
into Taiwan’s defense zone last year, a military official
said Tuesday. Beijing’s animosity has increased dra-
matically since Tsai Ing-wen won election as Taiwan’s
president in 2016 — she rejects Beijing’s insistence
that the island is part of “one China”. —AFP 


