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Indonesia loosens 
COVID-19 curbs 
despite warnings 
JAKARTA: Small shops, streetside restaurants
and some shopping malls reopened in coron-
avirus-battered Indonesia yesterday after the
government loosened a shutdown despite warn-
ings it could unleash another COVID-19 wave.
President Joko Widodo said Sunday that a partial
lockdown imposed in early July would continue
until August 2 even as the highly infectious Delta
variant tears across the vast archipelago nation,
which has overtaken India and Brazil to become
the global pandemic epicentre.

But restrictions on many small businesses,
including traditional markets and ubiquitous
open-air eateries known as warungs, were loos-
ened even in the worst-hit areas. “We’re opening
for dining in again,” Syaifurrohman, a seafood
eatery owner who like many Indonesians goes by
one name, told AFP. “I hope Jakarta recovers
quickly because this busy place is where we
make a living.”

Shopping malls and mosques in less affected
parts of the Muslim majority nation also got the
green light to open their doors to limited crowds
and shorter hours. Offices were still under shut-
down orders, although there have been wide-
spread reports of employers flouting earlier lock-
down rules.

Papua eyes lockdown 
Tens of millions live hand to mouth in the

nation of about 270 million, making the strict
lockdowns seen in some countries next to impos-
sible. But Widodo’s government has been widely
criticised over its handling of the pandemic and
policies that critics say prioritised Southeast
Asia’s largest economy over public health.

The government announcement Sunday came
just days after Indonesia saw its 24-hour death
toll hit a record 1,566, and as the World Health
Organization called on the country to impose
tighter curbs. Widodo has pointed to falling daily
infection and hospital occupancy rates as justifi-
cation for the easing.

Official case rates are down, but testing rates
have also declined and the number of positive
results remains high-suggesting the virus was still
spreading quickly. The Delta variant has been
detected in about a dozen regions outside hard-
hit Jakarta, densely populated Java and Bali, where
hospitals have been jammed with COVID patients.

Authorities on the holiday island warned that
oxygen supplies were running low.
Impoverished Papua-wracked by decades of
fighting between government forces and inde-
pendence-seeking rebels-also sounded the
alarm as its under-developed healthcare system
reached breaking point.

The restive region, next to independent Papua
New Guinea, said it was considering locking
down its sea, air and land borders from August.
Indonesia’s vaccination levels remain far below
the government’s one-million-a-day target for
July and only about six percent of the population
has been fully inoculated.

The country has reported more than 3.1 mil-
lion cases and 83,000 deaths since the pandemic
began, but those official figures are widely
believed to be a severe undercount due to low
testing and tracing rates. —AFP

KABUL: The United States will continue air strikes
in support of Afghan forces fighting the Taleban, a
top US general said Sunday, as the insurgents press
on with offensives across the country. Since early
May, violence has surged after the insurgents
launched a sweeping assault just days after the US-
led foreign forces began their final withdrawal.

The Taleban’s deadly assault has seen the insur-
gents capture scores of districts, border crossings
and encircle several provincial capitals. “The
United States has increased air strikes in the sup-
port of Afghan forces over the last several days,
and we are prepared to continue this heightened
level of support in the coming weeks if the Taleban
continue their attacks,” General Kenneth McKenzie,
head of the US Army Central Command, told
reporters in Kabul.

McKenzie acknowledged that there were tough
days ahead for the Afghan government, but insisted
that the Taleban were nowhere close to victory.
“The Taleban are attempting to create a sense of
inevitability about their campaign. They are
wrong,” he said.

“Taleban victory is not inevitable.” McKenzie’s
remarks came as Afghan officials in the southern
province of Kandahar said fighting in the region
had displaced about 22,000 families in the past
month. “They have all moved from the volatile dis-
tricts of the city to safer areas,” Dost Mohammad
Daryab, head of the provincial refugee department,
told AFP.

On Sunday, fighting continued on the outskirts
of Kandahar city. “The negligence of some security
forces, especially the police, has made way for the
Taleban to come that close,” Lalai Dastageeri,
deputy governor of Kandahar province, told AFP.

“We are now trying to organise our security
forces.” Local authorities had set up four camps for

the displaced people who are estimated to be
about 154,000. Kandahar resident Hafiz
Mohammad Akbar said his house had been taken
over by the  Taleban after he fled. “They forced us
to leave... I am now living with my 20-member fam-
ily in a compound with no toilet,” said Akbar.

Fears of fighting to increase 
Residents expressed concerns the fighting might

increase in days ahead. “If they really want to fight,
they should go to a desert and fight, not destroy
the city,” said Khan Mohammad, who moved to a
camp with his family. “Even if they win, they can’t
rule a ghost town.”

Kandahar, with its 650,000 inhabitants, is the
second-largest city in Afghanistan after Kabul. The
southern province was the epicentre of the
Taleban’s regime when they ruled Afghanistan
between 1996 to 2001.

Ousted from power in a US-led invasion in 2001
after the September 11 attacks, the Taleban have
spearheaded a deadly insurgency that continues to
this day. Their latest offensive launched in early
May has seen the group take control of half of the
country’s about 400 districts.

Earlier this week, the chairman of the US joint
chiefs of staff General Mark Milley said the
Taleban appear to have “strategic momentum” on
the battlefield. Global rights group Human Rights
Watch said there were reports the Taleban were
committing atrocities against civilians in areas
they had captured, including in the town of Spin
Boldak near the border with Pakistan they took
earlier this month.

“Taleban leaders have denied responsibility for
any abuses, but growing evidence of expulsions,
arbitrary detentions, and killings in areas under
their control are raising fears among the popula-

tion,” said Patricia Grossman, associate Asia direc-
tor at HRW said in a statement. The authorities
meanwhile announced they had arrested four men
they said belonged to the Taleban, accusing them
of carrying out this week’s rocket attack on Kabul.

“A Taleban commander, Momin, along with his
three other men, have been arrested. They all
belong to the Taleban group,” ministry

spokesman Mirwais Stanikzai told reporters in a
video message.

At least three rockets landed near the palace
on Tuesday as President Ashraf Ghani and his top
officials performed outdoor prayers to mark the
start of the Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha. The
attack was however claimed by the jihadist Islamic
State group. —AFP

Fighting continues on the outskirts of Kandahar city

US general vows to continue air 
strikes supporting Afghan troops

HERAT: A security personnel stops a vehicle at a check point in Herat, as a night curfew was imposed across 31
of the country’s 34 provinces to curb surging violence unleashed by a sweeping Taleban offensive in recent
months, the interior ministry said. —AFP

India begins flood 
clean-up as deadly 
monsoon rains ease   
MUMBAI: Rescuers waded through waist-deep
mud in western India yesterday to reach injured
residents and start a massive clean-up after
heavy monsoon rains triggered landslides and
floods that killed 159 people. India’s western
coast was hit by severe rainstorms over several
days, with a quarter of a million people evacuat-
ed from their homes in three states and power
cut across vast areas.

Experts say climate change is increasing the fre-
quency and intensity of the annual deluge — which
is critical to replenishing rivers and groundwater
but also causes widespread death and destruction.
“The focus has now shifted to evacuating the
injured and restoring electricity as water levels
recede,” a National Disaster Relief Force

spokesperson told AFP.
“The rainfall has stopped in most places and

water levels have receded. We are helping with
clean-up, relief and restoration.” In the worst-hit
state Maharashtra, where the toll rose to 149 on
Sunday, officials said search operations were halted
in the hil lside vil lage of Taliye, southeast of
Mumbai.

Some 53 bodies have been recovered in the vil-
lage so far, with 17 people still missing, after a large
landslide washed away people and homes on
Thursday. In the neighbouring district of Satara, 29
people were killed in multiple landslides.

And in Chiplun, 24 hours of uninterrupted rain
caused water levels to rise by nearly 20 feet (six
metres) on Thursday. Maharashtra Chief Minister
Uddhav Thackeray on Sunday described what hap-
pened in that district as “unimaginable”.

“The water level reached the ceiling of my shop,
there was so much water inside,” a shopkeeper
there told Indian news broadcaster NDTV. “We’ve
seen floods before in 1965 and 2005, but this was
worse than before,” another resident added.

Neighbouring state Goa’s Chief Minister

Pramod Sawant said the floods were the worst
since 1982. Further south in Karnataka state, nine
people died in flooding and four others were miss-
ing, officials said. Authorities were trying to restore
power supply to the affected districts. —AFP

SANGLI: India’s National Disaster Response Force
(NDRF), personnel distribute food and relief materials
to people in areas inundated with flood waters at
Sangli district of Maharashtra. —AFP

Scottish climber dies
on Pakistan’s K2
ISLAMABAD: Scottish climber Rick Allen has died
while attempting to summit Pakistan’s K2, his expe-
dition team said, the latest death on the world’s sec-
ond-highest peak. Allen was killed after being hit by
an avalanche while attempting a new route on the
mountain over the weekend. His body was recov-
ered on Sunday evening.

“After consulting with his family and friends,
the legend will be buried this morning under the
foot of Mighty K2,” Karakorum Expeditions
wrote on Facebook yesterday. A charity that Allen
was raising money for during the climb also con-
firmed his death.

“Rick died doing what he loved the most and
lived his life with the courage of his convictions,”
tweeted Partners Relief & Development, adding that

two other climbers on the expedition survived the
avalanche.

Allen’s death comes a week after South Korea’s
Kim Hong-bin was killed after falling into a crevasse
while descending from the nearby Broad Peak. With
Pakistan’s borders open and few other places to go
due to the coronavirus pandemic, the country’s
summer climbing season is attracting a large num-
ber of alpinists.

The summer season follows history being made in
northern Pakistan as a team of Nepali climbers
became the first to summit K2 in the winter. But at
least five other climbers died on K2’s slopes while a
sixth went missing during an ascent on a nearby peak.

Known as “the savage mountain”, K2 has harsh con-
ditions-winds can blow at more than 200 kilometres per
hour (124 miles per hour) and temperatures can drop
to minus 60 degrees Celsius (minus 76 Fahrenheit).
Unlike the world’s highest peak Mount Everest,
which has been scaled by thousands of climbers
young and old, K2 is much less travelled. —AFP

SKARDU: Rescued Austrian climber Stephan Keck who
was on the same expedition with Scottish climber
Rick Allen who died while attempting to summit
Pakistan’s K2, shows his picture on a mobile phone, in
Skardu yesterday. —AFP

Malaysian doctors 
stage walkout amid 
COVID outbreak  
SUNGAI BULOH: Hundreds of junior doctors at state-
run Malaysian hospitals staged walkouts yesterday
demanding better conditions as the country faces its
worst coronavirus outbreak yet.

Dressed in black and holding signs with slogans
including “equal pay, equal rights, equal opportunity”
and “we are your future specialists”, they protested at
medical facilities nationwide. The doctors are on con-

tracts for a set period and say their treatment is worse
than that of permanent government staff, even as they
have found themselves on the frontline of the fight
against COVID-19.

They complain of a lack of job security, poor bene-
fits and that very few are eventually offered permanent
positions. We want “equal rights, to be a permanent
doctor,” said a medic at a government hospital that
treats virus patients outside Kuala Lumpur. “We would
definitely not be here if we were treated fairly... we
should be appreciated for what we do,” the doctor, who
spoke on condition of anonymity, told reporters. The
medic was among dozens who took part in the action at
the hospital, which lasted around half an hour.

Local media reported that several hundred partici-
pated across the country, but some doctors complained

they were threatened by police and senior hospital staff
in a bid to halt the protests. Those involved said senior
doctors took over their duties before they walked out,
to ensure that patient care was not jeopardised.

Malaysia is currently battling its most serious out-
break, driven by the highly contagious Delta variant.
Officials have reported over one million cases and
about 8,000 deaths. There are over 23,000 doctors on
these contracts in Malaysia — about 45 percent of the
total medical doctors in the public healthcare system,
according to official estimates.

Last week, the government said it would extend jun-
ior doctors’ contracts for up to four years in a bid to
forestall the protests. But they stopped short of offering
permanent jobs, and the organisers of Monday’s walk-
out criticised the move as “short-sighted”. —AFP

Russia blocks 49 
Navalny-linked 
websites: Aide  
MOSCOW: Russia’s media regulator has blocked 49
websites linked to jailed Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny,
his ally said yesterday, as pressure mounts on the move-
ment of the opposition leader ahead of parliamentary
elections in the autumn. Navalny, President Vladimir

Putin’s most vocal domestic critic, was arrested in
January after he returned to Russia following months of
treatment in Germany for a nerve agent poisoning he
blames on the Kremlin. He was subsequently jailed for
two-and-a-half years on old fraud charges and his
organisations were banned as “extremist”, barring mem-
bers and sponsors from running in parliamentary elec-
tions in September.

“By the decision of the prosecutor general’s office,
49 websites were blocked simultaneously,” key Navalny
aide Leonid Volkov said on his Telegram channel yester-
day. The blocked websites include Navalny’s main web-
site, the website of his Anti-Corruption Foundation

(FBK), the websites of key allies and of Navalny’s
regional offices that disbanded earlier this year.

AFP journalists said Navalny’s website was unavailable
in Russia. “The night of the long knives,” Volkov wrote in
reference to a bloody purge of military and political rivals
launched by Adolf Hitler in Germany. Volkov said the only
website that was not blocked by the state censor was
“Smart Voting”, which is dedicated to a Navalny-pro-
posed strategy to back candidates best placed to defeat
Kremlin-linked politicians in elections. This tactic has seen
the ruling United Russia party lose a number of seats in
recent local elections. AFP has reached out to the
Roskomnadzor media watchdog for comment. —AFP


