
NEW DELHI: Tanya Ashnigdh is four months
pregnant and frightened, one of the millions of
expectant mothers excluded from India’s faltering
vaccination drive despite being at greater risk from
COVID-19. In a country with one of the world’s
poorest-funded health care services, giving birth
has always been fraught with risks and the devas-
tating recent coronavirus surge has worsened the
situation.

Ashnigdh, 31, lives in Muzaffarpur in India’s
poorest state Bihar. Like other cities, it has been
ravaged by the pandemic, and the state’s decrepit
public hospitals have struggled to deal with the
spike in cases.

She cannot get vaccinated because of govern-
ment policy, with authorities citing a lack of data.
And she has been scared of going for check-ups in
case she catches the virus at the packed local clinic.

“We have been kept last in the queue,” Ashnigdh
told AFP. “There is so much risk in stepping out... I
am scared about getting an ultrasound too, so I
don’t even know when my baby is due.”

Shallow breathing 
There is no official data but doctors say that dur-

ing the recent surge, blamed in part on new virus
variants, the number of pregnant women getting
sick has been noticeable. Even before the pandemic,
India’s maternal mortality ratio was at 113 per
100,000 live births in 2016-18, compared with sev-
en in Britain in 2017. A study by the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, which analysed
400,000 women aged 15-44 with COVID-19,

showed that pregnancy increases the risk of severe
illness if they catch the virus.

“As the belly becomes bigger and bigger, the
lungs do not expand very well and breathing
becomes shallow in pregnant women,” gynaecolo-
gist Ranjana Sharma at New Delhi’s Apollo Hospital
told AFP. “And as we know COVID affects the lungs
— it (breathing) becomes all the more difficult for
them. They are also at an increased risk of blood
clotting.” Another study published in the Journal of
the American Medical Association Pediatrics found
a higher risk of premature births and other compli-
cations from COVID-19.

With 27 million births every year, the Federation
of Obstetric and Gynaecological Societies of India
believes the “very real benefits” of vaccinations
outweigh the risks. The government says a lack of
data prevents them from doing so, but doctors point
to other nations that allow vaccinations of pregnant
women such as the United States and Britain.

However, mothers-to-be in those countries are
advised to take the Pfizer-BioNTech or Moderna
shots, neither of which is available in India. It is
deploying the AstraZeneca and Bharat Biotech jabs. 

‘Died before seeing baby’ 
Pregnant women in India are also finding it hard

to see doctors. Kumari Kajal, 30, who is due in
August, said she was feeling weak and had a lot of
pain in her legs. “But the doctor refused to see me
and asked me to speak to her assistant,” she told
AFP. “Doctors are scared themselves and insist (I
have a) negative corona test every time.”

The case of Anshuma Chauhan in Delhi, eight
months pregnant with her first child, ended in
tragedy. Chauhan was told to isolate at home after
contracting the disease in April when hospitals were
overwhelmed with cases. Doctors feared that the
drugs used to treat COVID-19 “could harm her
baby”, her sister Dhriti Gupta told AFP. Chauhan’s
condition worsened and she was rushed to a private
hospital where an emergency Caesarean section

was done. Hours later, the hospital moved her else-
where, saying she needed advanced treatment. “We
were not allowed to even see her once. When she
reached the other hospital... we were told she had
died 18-20 hours earlier,” Gupta said.

“She was just 30 and died without even seeing
her baby... We are so angry and traumatised. We
just want that no one else should have to suffer
like her.” — AFP
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No COVID-19 vaccines for 
India’s frightened mums-to-be

Chinese policies 
could prevent 
millions of 
minority births 
BEIJING: Chinese policies aimed specifically
at reducing the population of mainly Muslim
Uyghurs in Xinjiang could prevent the birth of
around four million babies over the next two
decades, new research has found. Projections
show reduced minority birth rates could raise
the proportion of Han Chinese-a majority in
the rest of China-from the current 8.4 percent
to 25 percent in the Uyghur “heartlands” of
southern Xinjiang. Beijing has for years sought
to tighten its grip on the vast border area his-
torically marked by economic inequality and
sporadic outbreaks of unrest.

Millions of Han Chinese relocated to
Xinjiang in recent decades to find work in the
coal and gas-rich region in a settlement drive
that has caused friction on the ground. German
researcher Adrian Zenz said publicly available
papers by Chinese security researchers blamed
the density of minority communities as the
“underlying reason” for unrest and proposed
population control as a risk reduction method.

At the same time, documented official fears
about the arid region’s lack of natural
resources to support an influx of Han settlers
suggest that Chinese authorities see birth sup-
pression as a key tool for manipulating the
area’s demographic makeup, Zenz said. China
last week announced a major reform of policy
governing the number of children a couple can
have, increasing it to three as the country
grapples with an ageing population.

But scholars say Beijing does not view all
babies as equally desirable in Xinjiang, and is
actively pursuing a policy of decreasing the
number of children born to ethnic minorities.
Strategies include ramped-up birth control
policies in the region-including imprisonment
for having too many children and claims of
forced sterilisation. Focusing on four prefec-
tures in southern Xinjiang and using models
recommended by multiple Chinese scholars,
Zenz calculated Beijing could aim to raise the
number of Han in these “traditional Uyghur
heartlands” to a quarter of the population.

Zenz said he found “an intent to reduce eth-
nic minority population growth in order to
increase the proportionate Han population in
southern Xinjiang”. Official data shows
Xinjiang’s birth rates nearly halved between
2017 and 2019 — the steepest drop of all
Chinese regions and the most extreme globally
since 1950, according to an analysis by the
Australian Strategic Policy Institute.

Zenz calculated the natural ethnic minority
population growth in southern Xinjiang would
have reached 13.14 million by 2040, but that
suppression measures could prevent up to 4.5
million births among Uyghurs and other eth-
nic minorities.

China has faced mounting international crit-
icism over its policies in Xinjiang, where the
United States says Beijing is committing geno-
cide. At least one million people from mostly
Muslim minorities have been held in camps in
the region, according to rights groups who
also accuse authorities of imposing forced
labour. Beijing has hit back at the accusations,
touting its counter-terrorism and economic
achievements in Xinjiang, applying tit-for-tat
sanctions, and supporting lawsuits against its
loudest critics, including Zenz. — AFP

NEW DELHI: A health worker inoculates a youth with a dose of the Covaxin vaccine against the COVID-19 at a
drive-in vaccination center in Moolchand hospital in New Delhi yesterday. —AFP

Chinese police squash
rare campus protests
after merger plan
BEIJING: Chinese police said they suppressed rare
campus protests yesterday, after thousands of angry
students held a college principal hostage over fears
their degrees were set to be downgraded.

Large-scale protests are extremely rare in China,
as the Communist Party controls mass movements
that may undermine social stability and quickly
extinguishes information that seeps onto the inter-
net. Undergraduates at Nanjing Normal University’s
Zhongbei College, in eastern Jiangsu province, were
enraged by a plan to merge the school with a voca-
tional college, fearing it would devalue their qualifi-
cations as they prepare for China’s intensely com-
petitive job market.

They detained the principal on campus for over
30 hours from Sunday onwards, Danyang city police
said in a statement. Officers “were surrounded by
some students who shouted verbal abuse and
blocked law enforcement,” the statement added.

Social media users posted photos of police using
batons and pepper spray on students, and one
female undergrad bleeding from the head. “To
uphold campus order... public security organs took
necessary measures in accordance with the law to
remove the trapped person, and (the injured) were
immediately sent to hospital for treatment,” the
statement said. 

Jiangsu education authorities suspended the
merger plans, which affected five local universities,
late Monday evening. But students at Zhongbei
College refused to stop, police added.

The hashtag “Nanjing Normal University
Zhongbei College students injured by violent law
enforcement” was blocked on Weibo yesterday
afternoon, along with all related images. But one
video circulating on Twitter showed dozens of
police and security personnel shoving and yelling at
students in a crowded school hall.

Another showed thousands of chanting under-
graduates surrounded by lines of officers on a
sports ground, as police dragged some out of the
crowd. One student witness confirmed the authen-
ticity of the images, estimating around 3,000 stu-
dents and 400 police were involved.

“We were not arrested. The school hired auxiliary
police who injured, beat, pepper-sprayed, threat-
ened and verbally abused students,” they said, with-
holding their name for safety reasons. Jiangsu

Education Department originally announced the
plan in March, saying that it was complying with a
Ministry of Education directive to transform private
colleges into vocational schools. 

Such institutions are widely perceived as less
prestigious than universities in China. “It thoroughly
deceives and conceals the truth from students. That’s
why students spontaneously organised,” the witness
added. “Zhongbei College fees are really expensive,
around 17,000 yuan a year... who would spend that
much on a vocational college?” 

The five schools issued separate statements in
recent days assuring current students that they
would still receive university diplomas despite the
change. China is expected to have a record nine mil-
lion university graduates this year, who will face stiff
competition for jobs in a sluggish economy. — AFP

BEIJING: Students enter a school to sit for the first day of the National College Entrance Examination (NCEE), known as
“Gaokao” in Beijing. —AFP

JOHANNESBURG: As night falls
over a leafy Johannesburg suburb in
South Africa, private security guards
step into camouflage clothing and
load their rifles, preparing to set
about on a night patrol. A commander
briefs the men in the gym of the com-
pany’s headquarters, reviewing inter-
ventions that occurred during the pre-
vious 12-hour shift. “No questions?”
he asked the solemn line of guards
before him, beret in hand. “Okay, let’s
bow our heads and pray,” he said in
local Xhosa language. After a unison
“amen”, the men pick up their arms
and file into black-and-yellow painted
pickup trucks branded with the com-
pany’s name “Cortac”-one of South
Africa’s leading private security serv-
ices providers.

“Every morning I pray,” admitted
Forget Ndlovu, 46, while his team-
mates boarded their vehicles. “This
job is dangerous, I never know if I will
be able to go home,” he said. But “we
help others get a good life,” he added,
noting that the job was significantly

better paid than working for the
police. The Cortac vehicles set off into
the pink evening light, driving in slow
circles past electric gates and high
walls topped with barbed wire to pro-
tect the plush homes of
Johannesburg’s wealthy suburbs.
Joggers and security guards in nar-
row, wooden Wendy houses, built on
properties for live-in domestic staff,
waved as the pickups rolled past.
“The community is counting on us,
not the police,” Ndlovu told AFP.

‘Suspicious people’ 
South Africa has one of the world’s

largest private security industries,
employing more personnel than the
police, according to the national
Private Security Industry Regulatory
Authority. The sector creates work for
more than two million people in a
country where unemployment stands
at more than 32 percent. To qualify for
Cortac positions, applicants need a
driver’s license, firearm competency
and a clean criminal record. Many are

ex-soldiers and former cash-in-transit
guards.   Ahead of each night patrol,
guards are divided into groups of two
or three per vehicle. Some also carry
a dog. “We only use the dog to go
inside a house to find a suspect hid-
ing,” said 25-year-old Ryan, who did
not wish to give his full name.

Most nights are relatively unevent-
ful for the private security teams.
There is usually a bit of a rush hour
from around 5:00 pm (1500 GMT),

when residents return from work and
accidentally set off alarms, touching
off a chorus of dog barks. But it is bet-
ter to be safe than sorry in South
Africa’s crime-laden financial capital,
where troubles have been worsened
by the fallout from the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Burglaries, assaults and car-
jackings are a popular conversation
topic among better-off locals, who sel-
dom venture around the city on foot
for fear of being mugged.  — AFP

JOHANNESBURG: A security guard of the private security company CORTAC takes position in
the parking lot of a shopping mall during a call on his night shift in Johannesburg. —AFP

Private security reassures
wealthy in Johannesburg suburbs 

Lightning strikes 
kill 27 during India 
monsoon storm
KOLKATA: Lightning strikes killed 27 people and
four passengers on a flight were hospitalised after
severe turbulence during monsoon storms in east-
ern India, officials said yesterday. Lightning strikes

during the June-September annual monsoon are
fairly common in India. Officials said West Bengal
was hit by thunderstorms late Monday, with light-
ning strikes in parts of the state.

“Many of the 27 killed on Monday evening... in
the state were farmers and working in the fields,”
West Bengal disaster management minister Javed
Ahmed Khan told AFP. A flight from the western
city of Mumbai to Kolkata, the capital of West
Bengal, was caught in the storm as it was about to
land, officials added. Eight passengers were injured
with four taken to hospital.

“One passenger is still admitted in the hospital.
The others have been discharged,” the airport’s
director C. Pattabhi told AFP. “It was a close shave
for the passengers.” Prime Minister Narendra Modi
announced financial compensation for the families
of the victims and those who were injured. Nearly
2,900 people were killed by lightning in India in
2019 according to the National Crime Records
Bureau-the most recent figures available. The mon-
soon is crucial to replenishing water supplies in
South Asia, but also causes widespread death and
destruction across the region each year. — AFP


