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Attack on polio vaccine team 

PESHAWAR: Two policemen were shot dead
while escorting a polio vaccination team in north-
western Pakistan yesterday, the second such
attack this year. Healthcare workers flanked by a
security detail were going door to door in a village
near the city of Mardan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province, when they came under attack. Polio has
been eradicated across the world apart from in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, where distrust of vac-
cines and vaccination teams is rife. “Two attackers
came on a motorcycle and one of them shot at the
policemen, both of whom died at the scene,” dis-
trict police officer Zahid Ullah told AFP. A second
police official, Omar Ali, confirmed the toll. —AFP

French writer wins literature prize

MADRID: Celebrated French writer Emmanuel
Carrere was awarded Spain’s prestigious
Princess of Asturias prize for literature yester-
day, one of the most important awards in the
Spanish-speaking world.  Carrere, a leading
exponent of “autofiction” where writers fiction-
alise their own lives, is known for a string of
books including “L’adversaire” (The Adversary,
2000), “Un Roman Russe” (My Life as a Russian
Novel, 2007) and his new hit memoir “Yoga”.  In
awarding the prize, the jury hailed the 63-year-
old Parisian screenwriter and director for his
“highly personal work that opens up a new
space for expression that blurs the boundaries
between reality and fiction”.  Over a writing
career of nearly 40 years, Carrere has built up a
body of work based on self-exploration, which
often recounts the lives of others.  —AFP

CAR accuses French national of spying

BANGUI: Prosecutors in the Central African
Republic (CAR) yesterday accused a French
national of espionage, conspiracy and harming state
security, in a case that has sparked tension with
CAR’s former colonial power. Juan Remy Quignolot,
who was arrested in the capital Bangui on May 10,
“has been placed in custody” pending an inquiry by
an investigating magistrate, said public prosecutor
Eric Didier Tambo. “The accusations are of espi-
onage, illegal possession of military and hunting
weapons, criminal association, harming domestic
state security and conspiracy,” said Tambo. He
made no reference to any country or organisation
for whom Quignolot allegedly worked. At the time
of his arrest, the CAR accused Quignolot of pos-
sessing a “huge quantity of combat weapons” and
as passing himself off as a journalist. —AFP

Fire kills three at Russian hospital

MOSCOW: Three people have died in a fire at a
hospital in the Russian city of Ryazan, investiga-
tors said yesterday, with local authorities sug-
gesting the blaze was caused by a faulty ventila-
tor. The fire broke out in the intensive care unit
of a state hospital in Ryazan, about 200 kilome-
tres (120 miles) southeast of Moscow, at around
3:30 am local time (0030 GMT) yesterday, the
local branch of the Investigative Committee said
in a statement. Three people died from carbon
monoxide poisoning and seven others were hos-
pitalised, it said. A probe has been launched on
suspicion of “causing death by negligence”.
Investigators said the cause of the fire was being
established, but the governor of Ryazan region
said it was likely caused by a ventilator.  —AFP

KUNDUZ:  Masked gunmen killed 10 people work-
ing for the HALO Trust mine-clearing organisation
in northern Afghanistan, the interior ministry said
yesterday, blaming the Taleban for the latest attack
to rock the violence-wracked country. The raid
happened on Tuesday evening as dozens of dem-
iners were relaxing at a HALO compound in
Baghlan province, around 260 kilometres (160
miles) north of the capital, after a day spent looking
for ordnance in the area. Baghlan has seen fierce
fighting in recent months, with near-daily battles
between the Taleban and government forces in sev-
eral districts.

A survivor of Tuesday’s attack told AFP that five
or six armed men scaled the compound walls and
gathered everyone together before asking if there
were any Hazara present. Afghanistan’s Shiite Hazara
community is often targeted by jihadists from the
Islamic State, who consider them heretics. “Nobody
responded,” said the survivor, who was wounded in
the attack and asked not to be identified.

He told AFP the gunmen then asked the com-
pound leader to identify himself, before shooting
him. “Then one of them said ‘kill them all’,” he said.
“As they opened fire, we all tried to escape. Some
were killed and some, like me, were wounded.”

Taleban deny responsibility 
The interior ministry blamed the Taleban for the

attack, but a spokesman for the insurgents denied
responsibility. “We condemn attacks on the
defenseless & view it as brutality,” Zabihullah

Mujahid said on Twitter. “We have normal relations
with NGOs, our Mujahideen will never carry out
such brutal acts.” The UK-based HALO Trust told
AFP “an unknown armed group” killed 10 staff and
wounded 16 others. Violence has surged across the
country since May 1 when the US military began its
final troop withdrawal amid a deadlock in peace
talks between the Afghan government and the
Taleban.

In several districts where fighting has been
intense in recent months, the insurgents have plant-
ed roadside bombs and mines to target government
forces, but the explosives often kill and wound civil-
ians. Afghanistan was already one of the most heav-
ily mined countries in the world, a legacy of
decades of conflict. The HALO Trust was founded in
1988 specifically to tackle ordnance left following
the near ten-year Soviet occupation, and became a
favourite cause of Britain’s Princess Diana. The
organisation’s website says it has an Afghan work-
force of more than 2,600 and has removed land-
mines from nearly 80 percent of the country’s
recorded minefields and battlefields. The United
Nations Resident Humanitarian Coordinator for
Afghanistan Ramiz Alakbarov condemned what he
said was a “heinous attack” on HALO workers. “It is
repugnant that an organisation that works to clear
landmines and other explosives and better the lives
of vulnerable people could be targeted,” he said in a
statement.

Yesterday, the Taleban claimed it had shot down
an Afghan military helicopter in the province of

Wardak near Kabul, but the defence ministry said
the aircraft had crashed due to “technical reasons”.

Three crew members were killed in the incident, the
ministry said. —AFP

Insurgents plant roadside bombs, mines to target govt forces

Gunmen kill 10 mine-clearing 
workers in north Afghanistan

Wounded people receive treatments at a hospital following an attack by masked gunmen which killed 10 people
working for the HALO Trust mine-clearing organisation, at Pol-e-Khomri in Baghlan Province yesterday. —AFP

‘Hero’ family rushes 
to aid Pakistan 
train crash victims
DAHARKI: As an express train hurtled through farm-
land in Pakistan and smashed into the carriages of
another service that had derailed minutes earlier, a
family of nearby villagers was jolted awake. “The
blast of the collision was so loud that we woke up in
panic,” said Ali Nawaz, describing the start of a fran-
tic bid to help passengers from the wreckage of the
double disaster. “When we came out of the house we
saw the train had halted, as we got closer to the
scene we heard people calling for help.”

At least 63 people were killed, according to offi-
cials, with dozens more wounded. With patchy
mobile phone reception and a poor road network, it
would be hours before emergency services could
reach the site, some 25 kilometres (15 miles) from the
nearest city of Daharki, deep in southern Sindh
province.

Nawaz’s family of around a dozen people lives just
500 metres (550 yards) from the tracks. The men
raced to identify the most seriously wounded pas-
sengers to take to hospital by car while those who
appeared more stable were loaded onto tractor trail-
ers. The first passenger, a mother that Nawaz’s
cousin drove to the hospital, died in the back seat.

Back at the farmhouse, the women raced to fill
water containers for the injured in the sweltering
summer night. “They made a chain-the women would
carry water to the midway point from where the men
would carry it to the passengers,” 63-year-old

Nawaz told AFP, cows and calves roaming the court-
yard of his single-storey brick home.

‘We did the best we could’ 
Hundreds of disorientated passengers emerged from

the trains, slowly grasping the magnitude of the crash,
which destroyed six carriages. They joined villagers in
searching for survivors, clambering over the crumpled
carriages to reach those trapped inside. Seat benches
from the trains were turned into beds to carry people
away, and bodies lined up on the ground and respectful-
ly covered with scarves.

“I kept working day and night-cooking meals, bread
and tea-and my husband and other male members of
the family kept supplying them to the victims and rescue
workers,” said Habiba Mai, one of Nawaz’s two wives.
As dawn broke, an injured passenger and her three chil-
dren staggered to the house. 

“I milked my cow to feed her little daughter,” said
40-year-old Mai. “The woman’s face was stained with
dust so I washed it with water. She had no slippers on
her feet so I gave her mine.” Outside their home on
Tuesday, army personnel were resting on traditional
charpoy benches under neem trees. —AFP

DAHARKI: In this picture taken on June 8, 2021 Habiba Mai (R), wife of school teacher Ali Nawaz, who
helped with the rescue efforts of the train collision, prepares tea for her family at her home near the train
accident site in Daharki of Sindh Province. —AFP

Chinese students 
take crucial 
‘gaokao’ exams 
BEIJING: Teenage COVID-19 patients in southern
China bent over test papers and scribbled answers
alone in hospital rooms, taking the life-changing
“gaokao” college entrance exams despite being in
virus-induced isolation. Guangdong, a populous
province bordering Hong Kong, has reported
dozens of COVID-19 cases in recent days, prompt-
ing authorities to impose travel curbs and mass
testing just ahead of the infamous exams, an annual
moment of peak anxiety for students and parents.

The gaokao-which began on Monday and ends
Wednesday-is typically the most stressful point of a
Chinese student’s life, with results determining admis-
sion into universities and shaping career prospects.
The local government has dispatched hundreds of
taxis and buses to ferry students from neighbour-
hoods affected by the outbreak to exam venues, with
state broadcaster CCTV showing footage of drivers
in hazmat suits spraying down their cars.

Students were split into different rooms based on
their level of COVID-19 risk, with contacts of con-
firmed cases taking the tests in smaller groups. But
infected students with mild symptoms had to take
the tough exams solo in brightly lit isolation rooms
in the hospital or special locations. CCTV footage
showed one student sitting at a lone desk and
scratching his head as he read the exam paper, a
bottle of hand sanitizer on the desk and officials
monitoring him on a TV screen.

Other state footage showed masked examiners in
protective clothing removing completed exam
papers from infected students and hanging them up
on a clothes-drying rack to be sprayed down with
disinfectant. Provincial officials inspected testing
sites in Guangzhou late last week and urged exam-
iners to make sure “students feel comfortable, par-
ents are at ease and society is reassured,” the local
government said.

Last year’s gaokao exams were delayed as
schools hesitated to resume mass activities due to
the coronavirus, which first emerged in the country
in late 2019. Life in China has since returned almost
to normal, with authorities responding to sporadic
outbreaks with aggressive testing and localised
quarantines.

Guangzhou authorities shut down cinemas and

karaoke bars across the city on Tuesday, and have
locked down neighbourhoods and ordered trav-
ellers leaving the city to show proof of a negative
COVID-19 test. China reported eight locally trans-
mitted COVID-19 cases yesterday, all of which were
detected in Guangdong province. —AFP

SHENYANG: A woman holds a flower as she waits for
her child to finish the first exam of the National
College Entrance Examination (NCEE), known as
Gaokao, in Shenyang, in China’s northeastern Liaoning
province. —AFP

UN rapporteur warns 
of ‘mass deaths’ from 
starvation in Myanmar
WASHINGTON: The UN’s special rapporteur on
human rights in Myanmar has warned of “mass deaths”
from starvation and disease in the wake of fighting
between rebel groups and junta forces in the east of the
coup-stricken country. Myanmar has been in chaos and
its economy paralysed since the February putsch and a
brutal military crackdown on dissent that has killed
over 800, according to a local monitoring group.

Fighting has flared in several communities — espe-
cially in townships that have seen a high death toll at

the hands of police — and some locals have formed
“defence forces”. Clashes have escalated in Kayah state
near the Thai border in recent weeks. Locals have
accused the military of firing artillery shells that have
landed near villages and the UN estimates around
100,000 people have been displaced. “The junta’s bru-
tal, indiscriminate attacks are threatening the lives of
many thousands of men, women and children in Kayah
state”, Tom Andrews said in a statement posted on
Twitter Tuesday. “Let me be blunt. Mass deaths from
starvation, disease, and exposure, on a scale we have
not yet seen... could occur in Kayah state absent imme-
diate action.” AFP images from Kayah state have shown
villagers manufacturing guns in makeshift factories as
local defence groups go up against Myanmar’s battle-
hardened military. Diplomatic efforts to halt the blood-
shed have been led by the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) — of which Myanmar is a

member — but the bloc is riven with infighting and has
managed to put little pressure on the junta.

An emergency summit in April produced a “five-
point consensus” statement that called for an immedi-
ate halt to violence and a visit to Myanmar by a special
envoy. But a special envoy has yet to be appointed, and
violence has continued across the country. China —
which enjoys exceptional leverage over Myanmar —
has also been unwilling to condemn the junta and has
refused to label its power-grab a coup.

Its foreign minister Wang Yi said Tuesday that
Beijing’s policy towards its neighbour “is not affected
by changes to Myanmar’s domestic and external situa-
tion.” “China has supported, is supporting and will sup-
port Myanmar in choosing a development path that
suits its own circumstances,” Wang said at a meeting
with junta-appointed foreign minister U Wunna Maung
Lwin in Chongqing.  —AFP


