
NEW DELHI: India’s capital New Delhi and financial
hub Mumbai began a gradual easing of restrictions yes-
terday as coronavirus infections in the country fell to a
two-month low. Hospitals in the cities — which have a
combined population of some 40 million — were over-
whelmed by a deadly COVID-19 wave in April and May,
with severe shortages of oxygen and other critical medi-
cines. The huge spike saw India report record-breaking
numbers of cases and deaths to become the second
worst-hit nation after the United States with just under
29 million infections.

Authorities in Delhi and Mumbai, as well as other
cities and states, had imposed restrictions on movement
and activities to combat the surge. “We have to stay safe
from coronavirus infections and also bring the economy
back on track,” Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal
tweeted Monday as some shops and malls reopened.

The city’s metro services were operating at 50 per-
cent capacity and roads quickly filled up with vehicles,
but local shopping areas remained quiet. The northern
city was reporting an average of 25,000 daily cases dur-
ing its peak. It fell to 381 infections on Sunday, officials
said. Kejriwal also announced that city officials would
conduct door-to-door visits to enrol people aged over
45 for vaccinations.

‘Welcome step’ 
Maharashtra, India’s richest state of which Mumbai is

the capital, eased restrictions based on infection rates
and hospital bed occupancy. In Mumbai — where the
caseload soared to 11,163 in early April — there were
just 794 new infections on Sunday. Malls were reopened
in the city with restrictions, but were fully operational in
cities with lower infection rates such as Nagpur and
Aurangabad. “This is a step in the right direction,” said
Rajendra Kalkar of Phoenix Mills, which manages three
shopping centres in Maharashtra.

“Businesses at our malls are coming back slowly.
This is a very welcome step for thousands of mall staff
and retail employees.” The Hotel and Restaurant
Association of Western India estimated that more than
two million jobs were lost during the Maharashtra

lockdown. “We are very happy to open our doors
again today,” the restaurant manager of the Mumbai
branch of popular eatery Social, who gave his name as
Malay, told AFP.

Experts warn that while the crisis has eased in Delhi,
Mumbai and other major cities, the disease is still
spreading in rural areas and in some southern and north-
eastern states. The death toll — which usually lags infec-
tion figures by several weeks — was still at elevated lev-
els, they added. “Currently, the states with high test-pos-
itivity rates like Kerala and Tamil Nadu need to maintain
the restrictions as any major easing can be risky,” com-

munity health expert Rajib Dasgupta told AFP.
India yesterday reported just over 100,000 fresh

infections — after several days of 400,000-plus cases
in May — and nearly 2,500 deaths. The health ministry
said total deaths were just under 347,000 so far,
although experts warn the actual toll could be much
higher and there have been claims of undercounting.
India has administered just under 233 million vaccine
shots against COVID-19 so far, but experts say the
mass inoculation drive needs to be stepped up to com-
bat the spread of the virus in the nation of 1.3 billion
people. — AFP
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News in brief
Four on trial in Paris 

PARIS: Four men went on trial in Paris yesterday
over the Islamist murder of a police officer on the
Champs-Elysees avenue on the eve of France’s
2017 presidential election. Xavier Jugele was sitting
at the wheel of a parked police bus when Karim
Cheurfi pulled up in a car, got out and shot him
dead through the windscreen on April 20, 2017.
Cheurfi, a 39-year-old French jihadist who became
radicalised in prison while serving time for robbery
and attacks on the police, was himself shot dead by
police minutes later. The brazen assault, which
Cheurfi carried out on behalf of the Islamic State
(IS) group, caused outrage in France, which was
already reeling from a wave of attacks by radical
Islamists. Shortly after Jugele’s death it emerged
that he had been among the first responders at the
Bataclan theatre in Paris on November 13, 2015,
where IS gunmen massacred 90 concertgoers.

Japan arrests Russian crew member 

TOKYO: Japan’s coastguard said yesterday it has
arrested a Russian crew member over a collision
that killed three local fishermen, in the latest mar-
itime dispute between the neighbouring countries.
The collision of a Russian ship and a Japanese boat
happened late last month off the northern Japanese
island of Hokkaido. A Russian crew member was
brought to Japan while officials investigated, and
has now been formally arrested, a spokesperson
from the Monbetsu coastguard office in Hokkaido
said. “We have arrested a 38-year-old Russian
third officer over allegations of death caused by
professional negligence,” she told AFP.

Thailand launches vaccination push

BANGKOK: Thailand launched a mass COVID-
19 vaccination drive yesterday as it seeks to beat
a third wave of infections and reboot its vital
tourism industry, which has been devastated by
pandemic travel curbs. The kingdom plans to give
out some six million jabs in June, initially focusing
on Bangkok-where the country’s current third
wave began-and the tourist island of Phuket. The
push comes as the government faces criticism
over the slow pace of its vaccination strategy-
less than three million of the 70 million popula-
tion have got a shot-and concerns over supplies.
Shopping malls and supermarkets were among
the 25 vaccination sites in action around the
sprawling capital, which is aiming to inoculate up
to 70,000 people a day, mostly with locally pro-
duced AstraZeneca shots. — AFP

Delhi, Mumbai loosen lockdowns 
as India virus crisis eases in cities

‘Businesses at our malls are coming back slowly’

MUMBAI: A staff member wearing protective gear attends a customer after personal grooming services were
allowed to resume at a hair saloon in Mumbai yesterday. — AFP

COLOMBO: Residents make their way through floodwaters after heavy monsoon rains in Kelaniya, on the out-
skirts of Colombo on June 6, 2021.—AFP

Thousands homeless 
as S Lanka floods 
death toll hits 17
COLOMBO: Army relief workers in aluminium
dinghies handed out rice and other food to residents in
submerged parts of the Sri Lankan capital as the death
toll from monsoon floods across the country rose to 17
yesterday. The monsoon hits the South Asian country
twice a year, bringing vital rain for irrigation and
hydro-power generation, but it can be deadly and
destructive.

At least 17 people have died since Friday, after
heavy downpours inundated 10 of the country’s 25
districts. “Our kitchen is still flooded and we managed
thanks to cooked food distributed by the military,”
Kusuma Dahanayake told AFP by telephone from
Gampaha, the worst-affected district, just outside
Colombo. The 73-year-old said it was the worst flood-
ing she had experienced at her home since she moved
there in 1995.

Officials said floodwaters in the area were receding,

but about 161,000 people were still unable to return to
their homes. The flooding in the area was exacerbated
by the illegal filling of low-lying lands reserved for
stormwater retention, they added. Residents of
Kelaniya, on the outskirts of Colombo, waded through
waist-deep waters, while some used makeshift rafts
and oars to get around on streets which now resem-
bled canals.

In Malwana, just northeast of Colombo, Hassen
Maulavi told AFP he had to negotiate flooded streets
for an urgent medical appointment yesterday, from his
partially submerged two-storey home. Soldiers yester-
day rescued 27 people marooned in a region north of
Colombo, after earlier operations to pluck hundreds of
people from their flooded homes over the weekend.

The Disaster Management Centre said conditions
overall appeared to be improving yesterday, although
a mudslide warning remained for the 10 districts. In the
central Kegalle district, rescuers said they were guided
by a pet dog to a home where four members of a fami-
ly had been buried by a mudslide on Sunday.

All four-aged between 23 and 57 — had died, the
officials added. While Sri Lanka’s monsoon is seasonal,
the nation-a member of the 48-country Climate
Vulnerable Forum-faces more frequent floods as a
result of global warming, experts have warned. — AFP

Rohingya on
Bangladesh 
island feel trapped, 
fear monsoons: HRW
DHAKA: Rohingya refugees kept on a Bangladesh
island fear they will be exposed to torrid conditions dur-
ing the upcoming monsoon season, and are struggling
with “inadequate” health and education facilities, a
Human Rights Watch report said yesterday. About
18,800 refugees have been moved from the Cox’s Bazar
region — where around 850,000 people live in squalid
and cramped conditions after fleeing Myanmar — to the
low-lying silt island of Bhashan Char in the Bay of
Bengal. A spokesman for the prime minister’s office told
AFP that another 80,000 Rohingya would be shifted to
the island soon. The Bangladesh government has insisted
the relocation is voluntary, with the island safe from
cyclones and its facilities far better than the Cox’s Bazar
camps. But Human Rights Watch said, after interviewing
167 refugees, that they had been moved “without full,
informed consent” and prevented from returning to the
mainland.

The refugees also spoke of a shortage of health facili-
ties and education for their children, the 58-page report
said. Others feared the monsoon season starting in June
could expose them to high winds and flooding on the
island. Human Rights Watch acknowledged that Dhaka
had been “generous and compassionate” in sheltering
the Rohingya — many of whom fled Myanmar after a
brutal military crackdown in 2017 — but that their rights
should be protected. “The Bangladesh government is
finding it hard to cope with over a million Rohingya
refugees, but forcing people to a remote island just cre-
ates new problems,” Bill Frelick, HRW’s director of
migrant and refugee rights, said in a statement.
“International donors should assist the Rohingya, but
also insist that Bangladesh return refugees who want to
return to the mainland or if experts say island conditions
are too dangerous or unsustainable.”

Bangladesh Foreign Minister A.K. Abdul Momen hit
back at the report, telling AFP that “whatever resources
we have, we have tried to provide the best of services to
these people”. “Their nations are very developed... If
they have so much sympathy, let them take them back to
their country,” Momen said of the New York-based
Human Rights Watch. “I am sorry we cannot have better
facilities because we are not a rich country. We cannot
afford to provide more things.” On Friday, a boat filled
with dozens of Rohingya landed off the Indonesian coast
after a months-long journey — the latest in a wave of
arrivals from the cramped camps in Bangladesh.
Bangladesh police have also arrested Rohingya trying to
flee Bhashan Char, while thousands protested against
conditions on the island last week during a visit by the
UN refugee agency. — AFP

Tribal fighting in
S Darfur kills 36

KHARTOUM: Weekend clashes between Arab and
non-Arab tribes in South Darfur have killed at least 36
people and left dozens wounded, according to state
media and witnesses. The fighting broke out on
Saturday between the Arab al-Taisha and ethnic
African Fallata tribes in the remote Um Dafuq area of
South Darfur, witnesses said.  Official news agency
SUNA said calm was restored by yesterday. “Military
forces were deployed to the areas of clashes to resolve
the conflict between Fallata and Taisha tribes which
left 36 killed and 32 wounded,” SUNA reported late
Sunday citing South Darfur officials. 

It was not immediately clear what triggered the
clashes but similar fighting often erupts in the Darfur
region over land and access to water.  “We heard the
sound of heavy weapons throughout the fighting,”
which broke out Saturday and continued on Sunday,
Um Dafuq resident Eissa Omar told AFP by telephone.
The vast Darfur region, located in western Sudan, has
been the scene of similar bouts of violence in recent
months. 

In April, at least 132 people were killed in West
Darfur fighting between members of the Massalit tribe
and Arab communities, forcing authorities to impose a
state of emergency. In January, renewed clashes
between Arab and non-Arab tribes in the West and
South Darfur regions killed more than 250 people.
The violence came as Sudan navigates a rocky transi-
tion following the toppling of long-time president
Omar al-Bashir in April 2019, following mass protests
against his rule.

The transitional government installed after Bashir’s
ouster has been pushing to end long-running conflicts
including in Darfur.  It signed a landmark peace agree-
ment with multiple key rebel groups in October, and it
is currently in talks to forge peace with the remaining
two holdout groups. 

The recent violence in Darfur appeared not to
involve any signatories to the October peace deal. On
December 31, a hybrid United Nations and African
Union peacekeeping mission ended its operations in
Darfur.  The end of peacekeeping patrols sparked
protests by fearful Darfuris in late December.

Darfur was the site of a bitter 2003 conflict pitting
African ethnic minority rebels against Arab nomads
backed by the Khartoum government under Bashir.
The deadly conflict-which killed some 300,000 peo-
ple and displaced 2.5 million-subsided over the years
but inter-ethnic clashes still occasionally erupt. — AFP

China vents anger 
at US Senators’ 
visit to Taiwan
BEIJING: China expressed fury over US Senators
visiting Taiwan to donate coronavirus vaccines, saying
it could embolden “separatist forces” on the island.
Beijing sees democratic, self-ruled Taiwan as part of
its territory which is to be seized one day, by force if
necessary, and rages at any diplomatic attempts to
recognise it as an independent nation.

A delegation of three US lawmakers made a
stopover on Sunday in Taipei, where they announced
Washington would donate 750,000 coronavirus vac-
cine doses to Taiwan. The gift came as Taiwan accuses
China of hampering its efforts to secure vaccines, say-
ing it is part of Beijing’s ongoing campaign to isolate
the island.

Foreign ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin said
China “expresses strong dissatisfaction (toward the
visit) and has lodged a solemn representation”. He also
urged the United States to “be prudent when dealing
with the Taiwan question and avoid sending any erro-
neous signals to separatist forces” on the island. But
the relatively tepid statement from a ministry notorious
for its pugnacious responses to any diplomatic over-
tures to Taiwan awoke the scorn of China’s online

patriots. “Saying that is the same as saying nothing, I’m
sick of it,” one Weibo user commented Monday on a
post by state-run tabloid Global Times about Wang’s
statement.

“You should send two fighter jets to escort them!”
another user urged. China’s diplomats and official
propaganda have in recent years encouraged an
assertive, belligerent form of nationalism, with officials
tweeting insults and conspiracy theories about diplo-
matic rivals and state TV gloating at the chaos caused
by protests and coronavirus outbreaks abroad.

After years of increasingly bellicose language,
President Xi Jinping last week called for a change in
tone from China.  He urged the nation to show a softer
face abroad, cultivating a “reliable, admirable and
respectable image”. — AFP


