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COLOMBO: A burnt-out container ship that has
already caused Sri Lanka’s worst maritime envi-
ronmental disaster was sinking yesterday with
nearly 350 tonnes of oil in its fuel tanks. The MV
X-Press Pearl, carrying hundreds of containers of
chemicals and plastics, burned for 13 days just
outside Colombo’s harbour before rescue workers
finally extinguished the blaze on Tuesday. Dutch
salvage firm SMIT attempted to pull the still-
smoking wreckage of the 31,600-tonne vessel into
deeper water yesterday but the effort stalled.

Navy spokesman Indika de Silva told AFP that
the stern had sunk to the bottom at a depth of 22
meters (72 feet), near Pamunugama, just north of
Colombo. “The bow is still afloat, but the stern is
submerged and resting on the sea bed,” de Silva
said.  The 186-metre ship was still tethered to a
powerful  tug as experts mulled whether to
attempt to refloat it, an official source involved
with the operation told AFP.

A huge amount of plastic debris has already
inundated beaches, and authorities now fear an
even greater disaster should the ship’s 297 tonnes
of heavy fuel oil and 51 tonnes of marine fuel oil
leak into the Indian Ocean. An AFP photographer
who reached the area by boat said he saw a nar-
row slick of oil coming from the stern of the
Singapore-registered vessel.

Some oil was already visible near the beaches
of Negombo, about 40 kilometres from Colombo,
although it was not clear if it was from the stricken
ship. International shipping expert and lawyer
Dan Gunasekera said that divers could be used to
pump out the bunker oil safely. “We can assume

that since the ship is only three months old, it had
good systems to ensure there is no leak from fuel
tanks in an eventuality like this,” Gunasekera said.
Navy spokesman de Silva said an Indian coast-
guard vessel was in the area with specialised
equipment to deal with any oil leak. Officials
believe the blaze destroyed most of the 1,486 con-
tainers on board. 

Eighty-one containers were carrying chemicals,
including 25 tonnes of nitric acid which had been
leaking since May 11, nine days before the fire
broke out.  The inundation of microplastic gran-
ules from the cargo has already forced a fishing
ban and prompted concern for wildlife and the
marine environment. Marine Environment
Protection Authority chief Dharshani
Lahandapura said the ecological damage was still
being assessed but believed it was the “worst ever
in my lifetime”. President Gotabaya Rajapaksa
asked Australia on Monday to help evaluate the
ecological damage to the island, one of the most
bio-diverse countries in South Asia.

Catholic fishermen hit 
The head of Sri  Lanka’s Roman Cathol ic

church, Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith, called for
legal action against authorities for allowing the
ship into local waters. He said the livelihoods of
thousands of fishermen, most from the coun-
try’s Catholic minority, were now under threat.
Sr i  Lanka has a lready launched a  cr iminal
investigation.

Authorities suspect the crew knew about the
acid leak from May 11. Police said three officers

from the ship, two Russians and an Indian, had
been questioned and their passports impounded.
The ship was heading to Colombo from Gujarat in
India when the blaze started, having previously

visited Qatar and Dubai where the containers of
25 tonnes of nitric acid were loaded. The 25-
strong crew was evacuated last week. One was
admitted to hospital with minor injuries. —AFP

‘Bow is still afloat, but stern is submerged and resting on the sea bed’

Burnt-out container ship 
sinking off Sri Lanka

COLOMBO: Smoke billows from the Singapore-registered container ship MV X-Press Pearl which carried
hundreds of containers of chemicals and plastics, as its towed away from the coast of Colombo, following
Sri Lankan President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s order to move the ship to deeper water to prevent a bigger
enviromental disaster. —AFP

Exhaustion and fear 
for India’s frontline 
doctors in COVID battle
NEW DELHI: Low pay, 24-hour shifts and severe
shortages of staff and protective gear have left
many doctors on the frontlines of India’s brutal pan-
demic surge near breaking point and fearful for
their lives. Coronavirus infections have killed at
least 165,000 people in the vast South Asian
nation-home to some of the world’s most densely
populated cities-since the start of April. 

Although India’s latest COVID-19 surge has
eased recently, around 3,000 people are still dying
every day and the chronically underfunded health
care system remains under severe pressure. “We
are overworked, stressed and very frightened,”
Radha Jain, a doctor in the capital New Delhi, told
AFP. The Indian Medical Association said more
than 1,200 doctors have died of COVID since the
start of the pandemic-including over 500 in the
last two months.

Deependra Garg, a doctor working in Delhi’s
outskirts, knows first-hand how dire the situation
has become. His wife Anubha, 48, a  physician her-
self, fell ill with COVID in April. They started treat-
ment at home but as her condition worsened, he-
like so many other families-struggled to get a hos-
pital bed.

He eventually found one almost 200 kilometres
(120 miles) from their home. But Anubha-who was
fully vaccinated-died within two weeks, leaving

behind their 12-year-old daughter. “We are on the
frontlines 24/7. We are exposed to a high virus load
but we have to continue working against all odds as
we have chosen this profession,” Garg said. “We do
not have a choice.”

Underfunded and overstretched  
The pandemic has exposed structural weakness-

es in India’s healthcare system, particularly in the
ill-equipped state-run hospitals. As the latest out-
break spread, reports emerged from short-staffed
hospitals of patients lying on floors and sharing
beds in packed wards, as family members protected
with only cotton masks took care of their stricken
loved ones. The government spends less than two
percent of GDP on healthcare, one of the lowest
rates in the world.

India had just 0.8 doctors per 1,000 people in
2017 — around the same level as Iraq, according to
the World Bank. The two other countries worst-hit
by the coronavirus, Brazil and the US, had 2.2 and
2.6 respectively. A report from before the pandemic
by the US-based Center for Disease Dynamics,
Economics and Policy estimated that India needed
600,000 more doctors and two million extra nurses
to meet its healthcare needs.

Doctor Shekhar Kumar, working with a private
hospital in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh, said
junior staff and final-year medical students some-
times had to work 24-hour shifts. “Compared to
last year, this time patients are needing longer
hospital stays which is increasing the burden on
the staff,” Kumar said. He added that they were
further stretched when their colleagues fell ill with
the virus.  

‘We could not save many lives’  
Doctors said they had been traumatised by being

forced to choose which patients to save first as they
grappled with insufficient supplies of medicine and
oxygen. Ravikant Singh, the founder of a charity
group helping to set up COVID field hospitals, said
he struggled to sleep some nights. “It’s been a life-
changing situation for doctors,” Singh told AFP.
“The worst part was... we could not save many lives
because of the lack of oxygen.”

Even after completing their punishing shifts, doc-
tors said they worried about infecting their families at
home. Kumar said he would constantly think about
how the virus was “lurking anywhere and every-
where”. “If doctors can’t save their (own) lives, how
will they save the lives of others?” he said. —AFP

MUMBAI: A health worker inoculates a disabled
woman with a dose of the Covishield vaccine
against the COVID-19 at a vaccination centre in
Mumbai yesterday. —AFP

Malaysian schoolgirl 
using TikTok to 
challenge school abuse
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian teenager Ain Husniza
Saiful Nizam’s unexpected rise from anonymous pupil to
national leader against school harassment began with a
teacher allegedly joking about rape. When the 17-year-
old called out the incident in a viral TikTok clip, thou-
sands of fellow students responded by sharing their har-
rowing experiences of verbal and physical harassment.

The massive outpouring inspired Ain to create the
#MakeSchoolASaferPlace online campaign-despite a
vitriolic pushback on social media, a rape threat, and a
warning she could face expulsion. “When I spoke out
about it, (I got so much) hate towards me and I don’t
know why,” she told AFP. “It’s just making schools a safer
place. What is there to debate about it?”

The reaction has only strengthened her resolve to
combat what she believes is pervasive mistreatment of
girls in Malaysia’s education system. “We can’t let this
cycle of abuse continue in our schools.” Ain recorded her
TikTok-now watched over 1.8 million times-in April after
being appalled by her male physical education teacher’s
joke during a class.

Standing in front of a mirror with her phone, she
explained everything seemed normal as he discussed
how to prevent harassment with male and female stu-

dents. But he then pointed out there were laws protecting
minors from sexual abuse-so if the boys wanted to com-
mit rape, they should target women above 18. “He really
said that, and the girls were quiet,” she says in the clip.
“But the boys, oh they were laughing like it was so funny
to joke about, about raping someone.”

‘Toxic culture’ 
The response to Ain’s video was swift, as people

online shared similar experiences and activists commend-
ed her for speaking out. The clip touched a nerve, she
believes, because abuse “is happening to students all
around Malaysia”. “This proves it is not just about one
teacher, it is about the whole education system.”

Civil society groups say abuse in schools is a long-
standing problem, with complaints ranging from physical
and verbal harassment to invasive “period spot checks”-
which are used to see whether Muslim girls are menstru-
ating. Female pupils at Islamic schools in the Muslim-
majority country are allowed to skip daily prayer sessions
if they are on their periods. Rights group the All Women’s
Action Society (Awam) said Ain’s video came at a time
concern was already growing about school abuse, and
proved the spark needed to ignite a national debate.

The incident “was outrageous enough to make people
take notice... at the same time bringing attention to the
normalisation of rape culture in schools,” said the group’s
executive director, Nisha Sabanayagam.

She called for urgent reforms to “address the toxic
culture of sexual harassment in schools”.  But as well as
support, Ain has endured negative social media respons-
es, many of them lewd, while critics say the official

response has been disap-
pointing. “We who speak out,
we get punished,” she said.
Following her TikTok video,
she stopped attending her
school in Puncak Alam, on
the outskirts of Kuala
Lumpur, out of fear for her
safety-only to be threatened
with expulsion.

‘They don’t care’ 
“There are a lot of kids

my age and activists spread-
ing more awareness about
these kinds of issues,” said Ain. But “it really shocked me
that the actual officials, people in power... they don’t care
about it”. The education ministry has defended a letter
threatening to kick her out of school, saying it was auto-
matically generated after she failed to turn up for a set
period. Some action has been taken.

Police have launched an investigation and the teacher-
who has not been named, or commented publicly-has
been transferred from the school while the probe is
ongoing. In an earlier statement about the incident, the
ministry insisted that it “prioritises the safety and welfare
of students, as well as the entire school community”.

Ain believes her experience, while traumatising at
times, may encourage others to speak out and lead to
greater change. “What I really want to happen now is
for adults to listen to my story and set it right for us
children.” —AFP

Indonesia halts 
deep-sea salvage 
of sunken sub
JAKARTA: Indonesia has called off its bid to sal-
vage a military submarine that sank off the coast of
Bali, killing all 53 crew aboard, the navy said yester-
day.  The KRI Nanggala 402 disappeared in April
while it was scheduled to take part in live torpedo
training exercises. An underwater rescue vehicle lat-
er spotted the German-built sub lying on the sea
floor more than 800 metres (2,600 feet) deep, bro-
ken in several parts and confirming there was no
hope of finding survivors.

Chinese salvage ships were sent to help with
efforts to haul up the vessel. But Indonesia’s military
said yesterday that it was ending the operation
after a meeting with Chinese naval counterparts. In
a brief statement, the Indonesian navy said the sal-
vage was “not an easy task” and “very risky”, with-
out elaborating.

A month-long effort had already hauled up
“important materials” from the cracked submarine, it
added, but the decision to halt the operation meant
there was no chance of retrieving the sailors’ bodies.
“Our family is hoping they can lift it,” Sudarmaji, the
father of one crew member, told AFP yesterday
before the announcement.

“It doesn’t matter if it takes a while or we have to
ask for more help from other countries,” added the
man, who goes by one name. Earlier, the military had
said high-powered magnets and air balloons were
among the options to lift the submarine. It was
unclear when, or if, a report on the cause of the acci-
dent would be made public. 

After the vessel disappeared, search teams spot-
ted an oil spill where it was thought to have sub-
merged, pointing to possible fuel tank damage. The
military has yet to offer an official explanation for the
sinking of the decades-old submarine, which was
delivered to Indonesia in 1981.

It has said, however, that the reconditioned vessel
was seaworthy and discounted the possibility of an
explosion. The submarine may have suffered a black-
out that left the crew unable to perform emergency
measures as it sank to depths far below what the KRI
Nanggala’s hull was built to withstand, the military
has said. The vessel’s former commander earlier told
local media that a so-called internal solitary wave
could have been to blame. 

The natural phenomenon occurs when different
sea depths come together, creating forces that could
have dragged the vessel down. The disaster was
among a string of fatal submarine accidents in the
past few decades. Among the worst was the 2000
sinking of Russia’s Kursk, which was on manoeuvres
in the Barents Sea when it sank with the loss of all 118
aboard. An inquiry found a torpedo had exploded,
detonating all the others. Most of its crew died
instantly but some survived for several days before
suffocating. —AFP
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Melbourne extends 
lockdown as ‘Kappa’ 
variant spreads
MELBOURNE: Melbourne was ordered yesterday to
remain in lockdown for another week, as Australian
authorities try to stamp out a quick-spreading coronavirus
strain they described as an “absolute beast”.  Five million
city residents were hoping to exit a seven-day lockdown
just before midnight today, but those plans have been

thwarted by the spread of the “Kappa” variant, which
originated in India.

“We’ve got to run this thing to ground otherwise peo-
ple will die,” Victoria’s acting state Premier James Merlino
said, describing this strain of the virus as “quicker and
more contagious than we have ever seen before”. Australia
is battling to stop a cluster of 60 cases from growing in its
second-biggest city, and to remain one of the few coun-
tries in the world without endemic transmission.

The border remains closed to most travellers — with
the exception of New Zealand — and authorities are quick
to impose restrictions when COVID-19 cases are detected.
But outbreaks in Taiwan and Japan have underscored how
initial success containing the virus can quickly be eroded

without widespread vaccination, and only about two per-
cent of Australians have been fully jabbed to date.

Merlino said stay-at-home orders would likely be lifted
for Victorians living outside Melbourne today, though a
swathe of restrictions would remain, including caps on wed-
ding guests and mourners at funerals. Melbourne residents
would largely be stopped from travelling outside the city,
but senior school students will return to classrooms and
some outdoor workers can return to their jobs, he added.

Brett Sutton, Victoria’s chief health officer, said the
Kappa variant was an “absolute beast” and said the
extended lockdown would limit each person’s contacts
from about 100 others to just a handful. “There are a dozen
countries that had no community transmission going into

2021 that have now lost control, that have community trans-
mission and will probably not bring it back to a point where
they’ve got no community transmission again,” he said.

Thousands of close contacts have been identified and
the list of exposure sites has grown to about 350. It is
believed to be the 17th time in six months that the virus has
leaked out of Australia’s makeshift hotel quarantine facili-
ties, which are now facing tough scrutiny. Merlino urged
the federal government to pay for a proposed purpose-
built quarantine facility in Victoria and offer financial sup-
port for workers and businesses impacted by the state’s
fourth lockdown. “Victorian businesses are absolutely dev-
astated by this lockdown, as are our families and commu-
nities,” he said. —AFP


