
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s king declared a
nationwide state of emergency yesterday to fight a
coronavirus surge and parliament was suspended,
with critics charging it was a bid by the unstable
government to cling to power. The surprise move
came a day after the prime minister announced
sweeping new curbs across much of the Southeast
Asian nation, including the closure of most busi-
nesses, and warned the health system was “at
breaking point”.

Sultan Abdullah Sultan Ahmad Shah agreed to
declare an emergency until August 1 following a
request from Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin, the
national palace said in a statement.

It is the first time Malaysia has declared a
national state of emergency in over half a century
and Muhyiddin, in a televised address, confirmed
parliament would be suspended and elections
would not take place for the time being. But the
leader, whose 10-month-old administration is show-
ing signs of falling apart, insisted that “the civilian
government will continue to function”.

“The emergency declaration... is not a military
coup and a curfew will not be enforced,” he said. He
insisted he was committed to holding a general
election once the country’s outbreak is brought
under control. The announcement came after
Muhyiddin’s key coalition allies started withdrawing
support, which could have led to the collapse of the
government and snap national polls that some
feared could worsen the outbreak.

Muhyiddin has narrowly survived a series of
challenges in parliament since taking office but is
now thought to have lost his majority. Malaysia kept
the virus in check for much of last year with a tough

lockdown but, once curbs were eased, cases accel-
erated and have repeatedly hit fresh records in
recent days.

As well as suspending political life, the declara-
tion gives the government powers to take over pri-
vate hospitals as government facilities become
overwhelmed, and get extra help from the military
and police, Muhyiddin said. The emergency could
be lifted earlier if the rate of infection slows. The
country has reported more than 138,000 virus cas-
es and 555 deaths.

Parliament’s role ‘critical’ 
An election in the state of Sabah last year has

been blamed for triggering a new wave of infections
that spread nationwide. But opposition lawmakers
lashed out at the move, saying the partial lockdown
announced earlier this week was enough to tackle
the virus. 

The emergency declaration “is to extend Prime
Minister Muhyiddin Yassin’s political life given that
he has lost his parliamentary majority,” said Charles
Santiago, a lawmaker from the Democratic Action
Party. “The role of parliament is critical at this time
in order to ensure transparency, human rights, and
democracy in the affairs of the state.”

The Kuala Lumpur stock market slid 0.45 per-
cent after the state of emergency was announced. 

Muhyiddin first tried to persuade the king to
declare an emergency in October but was
rebuffed. The last t ime an emergency was
declared nationally was in 1969, in response to
deadly racial riots. Malaysia has been in political
turmoil since March last year when Muhyiddin
came to power without an election following then

prime minister Mahathir Mohamad’s resignation
and the collapse of his reformist administration.
Mahathir, 95, led an opposition alliance to a his-

toric victory at landmark polls in 2018 and top-
pled a corruption-riddled coalition that had gov-
erned the country for six decades. — AFP
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KUALA LUMPUR: A medical personnel wearing a protective suit waits at the COVID-19 coronavirus drive-thru test cen-
tre outside the Ajwa Private Clinic in Shah Alam on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur yesterday as Malaysia’s king
declared a nationwide state of emergency to fight a coronavirus surge. — AFP

Govt warns health system ‘at breaking point’ amid opposition criticism

Malaysia declares emergency, 
suspends parliament over virus

News in brief

Russia extends UK flight ban 

MOSCOW: Moscow yesterday extended its
suspension of flights with Britain, after offi-
cials said they had detected the new UK strain
of the coronavirus in Russia. The halt on air
traffic between Russia and the UK was first
implemented in late December and was
extended yesterday until February 1. The gov-
ernment said the move was taken to “prevent
the import and spread of the new coronavirus
infection”. The B117 coronavirus strain is
thought to have first emerged in southeastern
England late last year and has since been
detected in dozens of countries around the
world. The head of Russia’s consumer watch-
dog Anna Popova announced last week that
one case of the new strain had been detected
last month. —AFP 

Japan working to isolate new virus 

TOKYO:  Japan is working to isolate and
analyze a new variant of the coronavirus
detected in four people who arrived from
Brazil, a health ministry official said yester-
day. Japan announced the detection of the
new variant on Sunday, but officials have
been at pains to emphasize there is no evi-
dence yet that it is any more transmissible or
dangerous than others. “In order to further
analyze the variant, we need to isolate it
first,” a health ministry official told AFP. “It’s
hard to say right now when we can release
the details,” he said, adding the process could
take weeks or months. — AFP 

3,300 to rewrite Chile constitution 

CHILE: More than 3,300 hopefuls have
applied for selection to the commission that
will rewrite Chile’s dictatorship-era constitu-
tion, the top electoral body said Monday.
Applicants had until midnight to register
their  interest , after which the Electoral
Service will publish the official list. The 14
million eligible voters will then elect on April
11  the 155 members of  the Constituent
Assembly, who will rewrite the constitution,
which dates from the rule of military dictator
Augusto Pinochet (1973-90). The Electoral
Service said that as of 5:00 pm, 2,226 inde-
pendent candidates had registered, 185 from
indigenous communities-who are competing
for 17 reserved seats-and more than 900
representatives of political parties, bringing
the total to 3,311. —AFP 

Ten dead in armed clashes 

MEXICO: Clashes between gunmen and
security forces left  10 people dead on
Monday in a region of Mexico wracked by
cartel-related violence, authorities said. A
police officer was among those killed after
gunmen in several vehicles opened fire on
security forces in the central  state of
Guanajuato, according to an official state-
ment. Eight alleged assailants were reported
dead after police fought off the attack, along
with one person described as a civil ian.
Guanajuato has been shaken by a deadly turf
war between rival  cartels Jal isco New
Generation and Santa Rosa de Lima. The
state’s network of energy pipelines and its
refinery have attracted gangs battling for
control of trade in stolen fuel. — AFP 

JAKARTA: A black box from the
crashed Indonesian passenger jet has
been recovered, officials said yester-
day, a discovery that could offer criti-
cal clues to explaining why the plane
with 62 people aboard slammed into
the sea. Divers just off the coast of the
capital Jakarta hauled the jet’s flight
data recorder to the surface, as the
hunt continues for its cockpit voice
recorder.

Indonesian transport minister Budi
Karya Sumadi told a live television
briefing that the box had been found-
after 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
Saturday. An AFP reporter on a navy
ship said investigators started picking
up strong signals from an area where
they were searching, with divers able
to retrieve the box in about an hour
from the wreckage-littered seabed.

So far authorities have been unable
to explain why the 26-year-old plane
crashed just four minutes after takeoff.
Black box data-which record informa-
tion about the speed, altitude and
direction of the plane as well as flight
crew conversations-helps explain
nearly 90 percent of all crashes,

according to aviation experts.
Sumadi added officials believe the

cockpit voice recorder is nearby that
of flight data recorder.

“We strongly believe it’ll be found
soon,” he said. Some 3,600 personnel
are taking part in the recovery effort,
assisted by dozens of boats and heli-
copters flying over small islands off
the capital’s coast. The agency
deployed a remotely operated vehicle
to assist the divers.

‘Hoping for a miracle’ 
Scores of body bags filled with

human remains were being taken to a
police morgue where forensic investi-
gators hope to identify victims by
matching fingerprints or DNA with
distraught relatives-some held out
hope of survivors. “We haven’t
accepted it yet,” Inda Gunawan said
of his brother Didik Gunardi who was
on the doomed Saturday flight.

“Our family is still hoping for a mir-
acle that he is still alive.” Authorities
have identified flight attendant Okky
Bisma, 29, as the first confirmed victim
after matching fingerprints from a
retrieved hand to those in a govern-
ment identity database. “Rest in peace
up there darling and wait for me... in

heaven,” Okky Bisma’s wife Aldha
Refa wrote on Instagram.

There were 10 children among the
passengers on the half-full plane,
which had experienced pilots at the
controls as it left Jakarta bound for
Pontianak city on Borneo island on a
90-minute flight. A transport safety
agency investigator has said the crew
did not declare an emergency or
report technical problems with the
plane before its dive, and that the 737
was likely intact when it hit the water.

Search-and-rescue agency chief
Soerjanto Tjahjono echoed that view
earlier yesterday, pointing to the rela-

tively small area where debris was
scattered in about 23 meters (75 feet)
of water. “The size is consistent with
the assumption that the plane didn’t
explode before hitting the water,” he
added.

“The damage seen on the retrieved
fan blade also shows that the engine
was still working” at the time of the
crash. The crash probe was likely to
take months, but a preliminary report
was expected in 30 days. Aviation
analysts said flight-tracking data
showed the plane sharply deviated
from its intended course before it
went into a steep dive. — AFP

JAKARTA: The team of navy divers who recovered the flight data recorder, get back
to the ship from the crash site off the coast of Jakarta yesterday in the search for
Sriwijaya flight SJ182 which crashed after takeoff from Jakarta. —AFP

Indonesia recovers first black
box from crashed plane

Crash victim families 
give blood for
DNA matching
JAKARTA: Relatives of Indonesia’s plane crash
victims formed a grim procession at a Jakarta
morgue yesterday, to give blood so investigators
can try to match their DNA to body parts plucked
from the murky depths of the Java Sea. Scores of
bags filled with human remains are arriving by the
day in the aftermath of Saturday’s crash.  The
Sriwijaya Air flight slammed into the sea just four
minutes after takeoff, after plunging about 3,000
meters in less than a minute.  It is an agonizing wait
for some families, who still hold out hope for sur-
vivors amongst the 62 people who were onboard,
including 10 children. “We haven’t accepted it yet,”
Inda Gunawan said of his married brother Didik
Gunardi, who was on the Boeing 737-500.  “Our
family is hoping for a miracle that he is still alive.”

But Gunawan, like dozens of others, gave a blood
sample at a makeshift tent outside the Jakarta
morgue, the bleakly-named Post-mortem Command
Post. “At first I didn’t believe the news about the
crash,” Gunawan continued. “But then I saw the
passenger manifest. We were in shock.” Emma
Yusja, 54, whose hairstylist daughter Syifa Kamila
was in Jakarta to pick up supplies for her salon, was
also praying against all odds.  But she too gave
blood at a hospital in Pontianak on Borneo island,
the flight’s intended destination.  “We’ve given sam-
ples,” she told AFP. “I still hope for a miracle that my
daughter is alive, but I’ll accept whatever Allah
decides for us.”

‘Perfect husband’ 
Funeral traditions in Indonesia, the world’s

biggest Muslim-majority nation, call for a quick
burial of the dead. But the process of identification
could take weeks or more. Some 300 forensic
examiners and other trained staff are sorting
through remains, collecting blood samples as well as

anything else that could help match them with pas-
sengers onboard. Late Monday, flight attendant
Okky Bisma, 29, became the first confirmed victim
after investigators matched fingerprints from a
retrieved hand to those in a government identity
database. “Rest in peace up there darling and wait
for me... in heaven,” Bisma’s wife Aldha Refa wrote
on Instagram. “Thank you for being the perfect hus-
band when you were on earth.” Rapin Akbar, who
gave blood at the Jakarta morgue, had five relatives
on board. They included his older sister, as well as
his nephew, his nephew’s wife and their seven-
month-old baby. 

“Hopefully they’ll find the bodies quickly so we
can bring them back...for burial,” the still-shocked
Akbar said. “(My nephew) had planned to go back
to Pontianak on Sunday but changed his mind and
decided to fly on Saturday instead. “He called me to
say the flight was delayed and sent me a picture of
their baby. It was (their) first.” Amongst the other
passengers onboard were a pair of newlyweds, who
were headed back to Pontianak for a family wed-
ding celebration. While relatives may want answers
quickly, investigators said they would stick to get-
ting it right. “Accuracy over speed is the priority,”
said Ahmad Fauzi, deputy head of the crash disaster
identification team. “It’s better to be slow and cor-
rect than fast but wrong.” —AFP 

C African rebels 
try to sever 
capital’s vital artery
CAMEROON:  The armored vehicle stood at
Cameroon’s Garoua-Boulai border crossing, the
barrel of its machine gun pointing unmistakably
towards the Central African Republic. Here, police
say they are on maximum alert after rebels
attacked a crucial highway in the CAR, blocking
hundreds of trucks and prompting an exodus of
terrified people into Cameroon. An alliance of
armed groups tried to advance on the CAR capital
Bangui ahead of presidential elections on
December 27. The gunmen were swiftly thwarted
by UN peacekeepers, the CAR army and Rwandan
and Russian reinforcements.

But they then switched tactics, trying to stran-
gle Bangui by launching hit-and-run raids on the
RN1 highway, the lifeline linking the city to
Cameroon. Garoua-Boulai, 725 kilometers (450
miles) west of Bangui, is a border town of 80,000
people where before the crisis around 200 trucks
rolled across each day, laden with essentials for
the landlocked CAR’s capital. The border point has
now become a parking lot-more than 400 trucks
are stacked up, waiting to cross.  A couple of
weeks ago, some truckers ventured over, but
swiftly turned back because of the poor security.
“The border is now closed,” a senior police official
told AFP, speaking on condition of anonymity.

Soldiers from the elite Rapid Intervention
Brigade have taken up position at the edge of the
border perimeter to tackle any rebel incursion. In
the town, police have stepped up patrols and
identity checks in the street, even in hotels and
bars, and take away people who are unable to
produce an ID. The attacks on CAR’s supply back-
bone are the latest crisis to roil a country that
ranks second poorest in the world and has seen
little but bloodshed and misery since a coup seven
years ago. —AFP

JAKARTA: Family members of one of the 62 people
onboard Sriwijaya Air flight SJ182, react as they provide a
DNA test at a police hospital in Jakarta yesterday. —AFP


