
NEW DELHI: Markets and shopping malls in New
Delhi will be allowed to reopen from tomorrow in a fur-
ther easing of the COVID-19 lockdown, the chief minis-
ter said as infections fall in major Indian cities after
weeks of restrictions. Delhi Metro will also resume
services at 50 percent capacity, the city’s chief minister
Arvind Kejriwal said yesterday.

Markets and malls will operate on alternate days,
with half of them open on any given day. Offices can
also reopen at half capacity but Kejriwal urged people
to still try to work from home.

The easing comes after Delhi allowed construction
sites and factories to reopen last week. “They have been
open for a week but the COVID-19 situation is still
under control, and we have less than 500 fresh cases in
the last 24 hours,” Kejriwal said. “It is important to bring
the economy back on track now that the COVID-19 sit-
uation improving. We pray that the situation remains the
same.”

The government of Maharashtra state, which
includes India’s economic powerhouse Mumbai,
announced a five-level plan to ease restrictions depend-
ing on infection rates and hospital bed occupancy. In
level-one areas-with infection rates below five percent

and hospital bed occupancy below 25 percent-all
shops, restaurants and malls will be allowed to reopen.

But level-five districts-with infection rates over 20
percent-will remain under severe movement restric-
tions. Daily infections reported across India have
dropped to about 120,000 from more than 400,000 in
May, according to official statistics.

Deaths have also fallen, with 3,380 reported in the
previous 24 hours, although this is widely seen as a
major underestimate. At least 344,082 people in the
country have lost their lives to the coronavirus, which is
now surging in parts of rural India.  Delhi reported
about 400 new infections yesterday, down from about
25,000 daily cases when the lockdown was announced
seven weeks earlier. The devastating surge was blamed
on new virus variants and the government having
allowed most activity to return to normal including mass
religious and political gatherings.

India’s vaccination programme meanwhile is making
slow progress due to shortages, confusion and squab-
bling between the central government and state authori-
ties. So far about 180 million people, only 14 percent of
the population, have received one dose, and 45 million,
or 3.4 percent, two shots. — AFP
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Delhi, Mumbai ease lockdown 
as India COVID numbers fall

Markets and malls will operate on alternate days

NEW DELHI: People make their way through a wholesale food grain market during a lockdown imposed as a
preventive measure to curb the spread of COVID-19 yesterday. — AFP 

SIEM REAP: File photo shows Magawa, an African giant pouched rat, wearing his gold medal received from
PDSA for his work in detecting landmines, in Siem Reap. — AFP

With homemade rifles, 
Myanmar groups take 
fight to junta
YANGON: At makeshift factories hidden in Myanmar’s
jungle, locals who have formed self-defence groups
make rifles to take the fight to the military junta, but
their homemade weapons don’t always hit the mark.

Myanmar has been in chaos and its economy paral-
ysed since the generals ousted Aung San Suu Kyi’s gov-
ernment in February, accusing it of fraud during 2020
elections. Several communities across Myanmar-espe-
cially in townships that have seen a high death toll at the
hands of police-have formed local “defence forces”.

At one workshop in Kayah state near the Thai bor-
der, an amateur gunsmith-pieces of wood strewn
around him, the sounds of saws and hammering in the
background-prepares to fit a trigger guard.

Another applies the final touches to the stock with a
sander, before examining the finished product: a bolt-
action rifle that would not look out of place in a WWI
film.  The performance of the homemade weapons is not
always up to the exacting standards required in combat.

“One night, the military... shot at us with heavy

artillery,” Ko John, a self-defence force member, told
AFP. Junta soldiers then closed to within 200-300 feet
(60-90 metres) of the group. “When we decided to
shoot back at them, our guns did not fire as expected
since they were homemade,” he said.

“We called for support from our two snipers and we
shot eight rounds at them but only six rounds were fired
properly.” As well as the rise of local self-defence
forces, analysts believe hundreds of anti-coup protest-
ers from Myanmar’s towns and cities have trekked into
insurgent-held areas to receive military training.

But part-time fighters know the odds are stacked
against them in any confrontation with Myanmar’s mili-
tary-one of Southeast Asia’s most battle-hardened and
brutal. Ko John described being overwhelmed by supe-
rior numbers and weaponry during one recent
encounter. “When we tried to capture the military camp,
their helicopter arrived and the reinforcements from the
helicopter shot down at us.” Fighting has escalated in
Kayah state in recent days, with locals accusing the mil-
itary of using artillery shells that have landed in villages.
After fleeing the clashes, Mar Ko, 36, and his family
have been living in a makeshift shelter in the jungle for
more than two weeks.

“The military shot at us with heavy weapons. That’s
why we ran from there and stay hiding here,” he told
AFP. “Now we are running out (of food) and we need
rice, salt and oil... For the curry, we eat whatever we
have like banana stem and jackfruit.” — AFP

Bomb-sniffing 
rat retires 
PHNOM PENH: A giant African pouched rat called
Magawa who spent years sniffing out landmines in the
Cambodian countryside has stopped working and will
enjoy a well-earned retirement eating bananas and
peanuts, his employers told AFP.

Magawa, originally from Tanzania, was trained by
the Belgian charity APOPO which says the rodent
helped clear mines from 225,000 square metres of
land in his five-year career, the equivalent of 42 foot-
ball pitches. But after detecting 71 landmines and 38
items of unexploded ordnance “he is getting a bit
tired”, Michael Heiman, the charity’s programme man-
ager in Cambodia, told AFP yesterday. 

“The best thing to do is to retire him.” Millions of
landmines were laid in Cambodia between 1975 and
1998, causing tens of thousands of casualties. APOPO
trained Magawa in his native Tanzania to detect the
chemical compound within explosives by rewarding

him with tasty treats-his favourites being bananas and
peanuts.

He alerts de-miners by scratching the earth.
Magawa can scurry across an area the size of a tennis
court in just 30 minutes, something that would take
four days using a conventional metal detector. He is
big enough to be attached to a leash as he goes about
his business but light enough not to set off mines.

In his autumn years, Magawa will spend more time
doing what he loves, says Heiman-eating bananas and
peanuts. In September last year the rodent won the
animal equivalent of Britain’s highest civilian honour
for bravery because of his uncanny knack for uncover-
ing landmines and unexploded ordnance. Magawa was
the first rat to receive a PDSA medal in the 77 years of
the awards, joining an illustrious band of brave canines
and felines-and even a pigeon.

The group says 20 newly trained rats that recently
arrived in Cambodia have just received their accredi-
tation from the authorities to start landmine detection
work.  But it will be a tough challenge following in
Magawa’s footsteps. Magawa is a “very exceptional
rat”, Heiman said. “Obviously we are going to miss him
in operations.”— AFP

LONDON: Witness Uyghur teacher Qelbinur Sidik (L) gestures as she speaks on the first day of hearings at the
“Uyghur Tribunal”, a panel of UK-based lawyers and rights experts investigating alleged abuses against
Uyghurs in China, in London. — AFP

‘Uyghur Tribunal’ 
hears allegations of 
rampant China abuses
LONDON: A London panel investigating the plight of
Uyghurs in China on Friday heard witness testimony of
torture and gang rapes, in a process slammed by Beijing
as a mendacious smear. Witnesses described squalid
conditions and brutality in camps in the northwestern
Chinese region of Xinjiang, with one claiming a woman
had died after undergoing forced sterilisation.

The nine UK-based jurors of the “Uyghur Tribunal”,
including lawyers and human rights experts, convened
the first of two evidence sessions ahead of the intended
publication of a report in December on whether China
is guilty of genocide.  “Allegations made against the
PRC (People’s Republic of China) are grave,” tribunal
chair Geoffrey Nice said at the opening of the first four-
day session, adding that they included numerous
breaches of the UN Declaration of Human Rights.

The tribunal is not affiliated with any government,
and China has refused to participate, branding it a
“machine producing lies”. Beijing has slapped sanctions
on Nice, a former UN war crimes prosecutor, and oth-
ers involved.  However, lawyers for the tribunal said the
US and Australian governments had offered to provide
relevant material, complementing thousands of pages of
documentary evidence already compiled.

It was set up at the request of the World Uyghur
Congress, the largest group representing exiled
Uyghurs, which lobbies the international community to
take action against China over alleged abuses in
Xinjiang.  But Nice and his colleagues have vowed that
the panel’s work will be “impartial” and led by evidence.

Cannot forget’ 
Qelbinur Sidik, an ethnic-Uzbek teacher from

Xinjiang’s capital Urumqi, said she was ordered by
Communist Party bosses to teach Chinese in two fetid
and crowded “re-education” camps-one male and one
female-for Uyghurs.  The so-called students were made
to wear shackles during hours-long classes, she told the

tribunal. “The police, the guards in the camp, they didn’t
see the male prisoners as human beings,” Sidik said.
“They enjoyed watching them being humiliated and
their suffering was for them their joy.”

Female prisoners were allegedly abused when they
were taken for interrogation. “They were not only tor-
tured but also raped, sometimes gang-raped,” Sidik
said. Forced sterilisation of Uyghur women was com-
mon and in one instance, a female prisoner died from
the process, she added. Sidik said she was also subject-
ed to forced sterilisation before she was given a visa to
visit her daughter in the Netherlands and fled China.

“The things that I have witnessed and I experienced,
I cannot forget even for a day,” she said. “I am a woman
myself, I have a daughter. I don’t wish anyone to suffer
like that.”  The tribunal also heard from Omir Bekali, a
Kazakh national with Uyghur heritage, who was arrest-
ed when visiting family in Xinjiang on a visit from
Kazakhstan.

At one point in his testimony he put on chains to
show the panel how he had been held in a camp for over
seven months.  “For the first four days and nights, I was
tortured intensely,” he said. “I was hung from the ceil-
ing,” Bekali explained, adding that he was beaten all
over his body and on the soles of his feet. He said his
father had been killed and his brother left disabled fol-
lowing torture. “My father died and my sister and
brother were branded terrorists,” he told the tribunal.

‘Pseudo tribunal’ 
Rights groups say up to one million Uyghurs and

people from other ethnic-Turkic minorities are detained
in internment camps in Xinjiang. The allegations heard
at the tribunal are consistent with many other accounts
emanating from the camps, leading the US government
to declare that a genocide is underway. But China insists
they are for the educational improvement of Xinjiang
residents, to deter extremism and boost incomes.

“This pseudo tribunal has nothing to do with the law.
It is embezzling the name of a ‘tribunal’ to engage in
anti-China politics,” Chinese foreign ministry spokesman
Wang Wenbin said.  “This so-called tribunal has also
entangled a group of people whose opposition to China
is their profession and livelihood,” he added, noting the
backing of the World Uyghur Congress. Dolkun Isa, the
president of the Congress who was granted asylum in
Germany, also addressed the panel. —AFP

In rural India, fear of
testing and vaccines 
hampers COVID fight
KALWA: When health worker Neelam Kumari knocks
on doors in Indian villages the occupants sometimes
run out the back, terrified that she wants to vaccinate
them against COVID-19.

With India’s devastating recent virus surge easing in
cities, the deadly pandemic is ravaging the vast pover-
ty-stricken rural hinterland. But here, ignorance and
fear rule. “A lot of people in my village don’t want to
take the vaccine. They fear that they will die if they take
it,” Kumari told AFP in Dhatrath, a collection of two-
storey buildings in Haryana state with buffaloes wan-
dering the streets. “One of the villagers was so angry
that he beat up a (health) worker who was trying to
convince him to take the vaccine.”

Just 15 percent of people in rural areas, compared
with 30 percent in towns and cities, have received at
least one vaccine dose so far — even though two-
thirds of cases are being reported in the countryside,
according to an analysis by The Hindu daily. Rumours
are shared online or spread through messaging apps
like WhatsApp. Fears that 5G causes COVID-19 led to
mobile towers being attacked in Haryana. “People do
not even step forward for testing as they think the gov-
ernment will declare them COVID-positive even if they
are not,” Shoeb Ali, a doctor in Miyaganj village in the
northern state of Uttar Pradesh, told AFP.

‘Deaths after shots’ 
This fear pervades despite the sight of bodies

dumped in rivers and hundreds of shallow graves sug-
gesting that COVID-19 is raging in India’s hinterland
where 70 percent of the 1.3-billion population lives. In
Nuran Khera village in Haryana, residents are reluctant
to get inoculated even though they said many house-
holds reported having fever — and dozens of people
dying. “Even after opening up a vaccine centre here,
nobody is ready to take it,” villager Rajesh Kumar, 45,

told AFP. “I won’t take the vaccine because it has many
side effects. People get sick after getting vaccines.”

In other states, reports have emerged of people
jumping into rivers or fleeing into forests just to escape
mobile health teams. Hom Kumari, a health worker at
Bhatau Jamalpur village in Uttar Pradesh, said some
locals seemed impossible to convince. “What do we tell
someone who says, ‘If I’m destined to live, I will, even
without the vaccine’?,” she asked.

Health facilities are also few and far between and
some people believe that going to a public hospital is
more dangerous than staying away.

“People who went to hospital never came back,”
another villager in Nuran Khera, who gave his first
name as Kuldip, told AFP. Kumar said that when his
wife fell sick, a private clinic wanted 50,000 rupees
($700) in advance to treat her. A doctor at a public
hospital said to take her home. “My neighbours started
saying she has corona. They were frightened,” he
added. “I took care of her and on the third day she was
back on her feet.”

Communication key 
Coronavirus has also dealt the Indian economy a

heavy blow, and villagers are often more worried about
making ends meet, said community health specialist
Rajib Dasgupta. “It’s extremely difficult to communicate
why vaccination is important until some of those dis-
tressed conditions are alleviated,” Dasgupta told AFP.
Experts say that India needs to apply the lessons learnt
in its polio vaccination campaign in the 2000s of chil-
dren under five.

The programme succeeded after trusted community
leaders were involved to spread the message to parents
that inoculation was safe. Using a similar approach,
religious leaders in Uttar Pradesh were recently called
in to encourage their followers to get vaccinated for
coronavirus.  Navneet Singh, who oversees immunisa-
tion efforts in Haryana’s Jind district, says that face-to-
face communication had helped ensure that nearly 70
percent of over-45s in Kalwa and neighbouring villages
have received at least one shot. Kalwa health worker
Sheela Devi said her “heart was pounding” when her
name was included in the vaccination list, but she was
reassured when she saw the local doctor getting the
shot. —AFP


