
BANGALORE: Wrapped in white cloth and
marked only by numbered stickers, dozens of
clay pots lay unclaimed at the Sumanahalli
crematorium in the suburbs of Bangalore,
where the ashes of India’s COVID dead have
been piling up.

The urns were then transported for a mass
riverside immersion ritual with the rest of the
southeastern city’s uncollected ashes on
Wednesday-a total of 1,200 unaccounted
virus victims. The Hindu ceremony on the
banks of the Cauvery River in the southern
state of Karnataka comes as India battles a
vicious second wave of infections that has
killed 160,000 people in eight weeks, over-
whelming the country’s healthcare system
and crematoriums.

In Hinduism, it is believed that immersing
or scattering the ashes in the flowing waters
of a river considered to be sacred liberates
the soul of the deceased. But families have
failed to come forward for hundreds of their
relatives’ ashes in Bangalore.

Some are too poor to carry out the rituals
and others are scared of catching the virus

at packed crematoriums where the pyres are
burning without pause, workers say. “In a
family, two to three members might have suc-
cumbed to corona and some people fear
contracting the infection so they don’t want
to take (the ashes),” Kiran Kumar, a contrac-
tor at Bangalore’s T.R. Mills Crematorium,
tells AFP.

That forced authorities anxious to dis-
pose of the piling remains to take matters
into their own hands, organising a ceremony
led by Hindu priests and Karnataka state of-
ficial R. Ashoka in Belakavadi village, located
around 125 kilometres from Bangalore. Be-
fore their immersion, the ashes were laid on
a riverside platform, the clay pots sprinkled
with red flowers and surrounded by garlands
of yellow marigolds.

Ashoka, the state’s revenue minister,
dipped the first set of unclaimed ashes in the
river. Municipal workers placed the rest in a
coracle, a small lightweight boat, and sub-
merged the pots, in some cases without the
knowledge of the grieving families who failed
to collect them. —AFP
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India submerges unclaimed ashes of 
1,200 COVID dead in farewell ritual

Some are too poor to carry out the rituals

BANGALORE: Hindu priests perform the last rites for over 560 unclaimed clay urns containing ashes of people
who died due to COVID-19 on the banks of Cauvery River before a mass immersion ritual organized by the
government of Karnataka. — AFP

Sri Lankan officials 
brace for oil spill 
from sinking ship
COLOMBO: Sri Lankan authorities said yes-
terday they are preparing for the worst-case
scenario of a possible oil leak from the burnt-
out cargo ship sinking off Colombo’s main har-
bour. The Marine Environment Protection
Authority readied oil dispersants, booms and
skimmers in case of a leak from the MV X-
Press Pearl, which has nearly 350 tonnes of oil
in its fuel tanks. The vessel, which burned for
13 days within sight of the island’s west coast,
has already caused the country’s worst mar-
itime environmental disaster, littering beaches
with huge volumes of tiny plastic pellets. 

But now that it is sinking, officials fear an
even greater ecological crisis if the ship’s oil
leaks into the Indian Ocean. The bow of the
vessel and the bridge are above the waterline
while the stern is submerged. “There is no oil
leak from the ship yet, but arrangements are in
place to deal with a possible spill which is the
worst-case scenario,” navy spokesperson In-
dika de Silva told AFP.

An Indian coast guard vessel already in the
area has equipment to deal with an oil slick
before it can reach the shore, according to the
Sri Lankan navy, which has requested addi-
tional assistance.  The Singaporean operators
of the MV X-Press Pearl said the vessel was
continuing to slowly sink after efforts to tow it
farther from the coast on Wednesday failed.

“X-Press Feeders... can confirm that the
ship’s aft portion is sitting on the seabed at a
depth of about 21 metres (69 feet), and the for-
ward section is settling down slowly,” the
company said in a statement yesterday. Sri
Lanka’s private Centre for Environmental Jus-
tice (CEJ) said it feared heavy metal pollution
in addition to an oil spill from the Singapore-
registered vessel, which was carrying 81 con-
tainers of “dangerous cargo” including acids
and lead ingots.

“There is a chemical soup in that sea area,”
the CEJ’s executive director Hemantha With-
anage told AFP. “The damage to the marine
ecosystem is incalculable.” However, he said
the silver lining was that 24 hours after the
vessel’s engine room submerged there was no
visible sign of the oil leaking. And Sri Lanka’s
navy confirmed that there was no visible
bunker oil leak although there was a thin patch
of oil on the water, probably from the sludge
of burnt lubricants carried as cargo on board.
Some oil was spotted near the beaches of Ne-
gombo, about 40 kilometres from Colombo.

The inundation of microplastic granules
from the ship’s containers has already forced
a fishing ban and prompted concern for the
environment. “The ban is affecting 4,300 fam-
ilies in my village,” said Denzil Fernando, the
head of the Sea Street Fisherman’s Association
in Negombo. “Most people live on one meal a
day, how long can we go on like this?” Fer-
nando told AFP. “Either the government must
allow us to fish or give us compensation.” Of-
ficials believe the blaze destroyed most of the
nearly 1,500 containers on board while some
fell overboard. — AFP

Afghan translators 
fear being left behind
KABUL:  With just weeks to go until US and NATO
troops complete their withdrawal from Afghanistan,
translators who worked for foreign forces tell AFP
they are desperate to leave the country. Embassies
have issued thousands of visas to Afghan interpreters
and their immediate families, but many have had their
applications declined — some for reasons they say
were never fully explained. Here are some of their
voices:  

‘The Taliban will not pardon us’ 
“When an imam is not safe in a mosque or a 10-

year-old girl is not safe in her school... how can we
be safe?” asks Omid Mahmoodi, an interpreter at-
tached to US forces between 2018 and 2020. His
work in Kabul and the southern Taleban bastion of
Kandahar ended after he failed a routine polygraph
test and he has since been refused a US visa.   Even
though scientists agree there is little evidence lie-de-
tector tests are reliably accurate, they are still used
by the United States — particularly when hiring peo-
ple in sensitive roles.

Campaigners say those who have been dismissed
by foreign forces deserve to have their visa cases re-
considered, as the Taleban will treat them all as col-
laborators. “They are tracking us,” Mahmoodi told
AFP. “The Taleban will not pardon us. They will kill
us and they will behead us.”

‘Biggest mistake of my life’ 
Omar fears that without leaving the country, he

will not evade the Taleban for long.  He worked for

the US embassy for around 10 years, but his contract
was terminated after he also failed a polygraph test.
“I regret working for the US. It was the biggest mis-
take of my life,” said Omar, who asked AFP not to use
his full name. While dozens of interpreters have been
killed and tortured over the past two decades by mil-
itants, threats also come from even closer to home.

“My own uncle and cousins call me an agent of
America,” Omar said.  ‘The French army has betrayed
us’ .  At a protest in Kabul last week, 32-year-old Wa-
heedullah Hanifi said French officials turned down his
bid for asylum after telling him they did not believe
he was in danger, and he has not heard the outcome
of an appeal filed in 2019. He worked with the French
military between 2010 and 2012, when Paris pulled
out its combat troops. “We were the voice... for the
French troops in Afghanistan and now they have left
us to the Taliban,” said the father of two. He is now
terrified about being hunted down. “If I stay in the
country, there is no chance of survival for me. The
French army has betrayed us.”

‘Shoulder to shoulder with the British army’ 
For those who have been given passage out of

Afghanistan, the fight to protect loved ones left be-
hind continues. Jamal, 29, an interpreter for British
forces, was shot twice during operations before
being granted residency in Britain in 2015 where he
settled in Coventry. Six years later, his wife has only
just been given clearance by the Ministry of Defence
to join him. His father, who worked as a
groundskeeper on a British military base, remains in
Lashkar Gah, the scene of intense fighting between
the Taleban and government forces in recent months.
“When you’ve worked for the British army, when
you’ve stood shoulder to shoulder with the British
army, you expect something,” Jamal said. — AFP


