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RATO DERO, Pakistan: Since his son
was diagnosed with HIV during a mass
outbreak in Pakistan among babies and
children, hard-up Shahzado Shar has
often been forced to choose between
food and medicine. His five-year-old
was one of hundreds who tested posi-
tive in 2019 after a whistleblower doctor
uncovered a scandal involving the re-
use of needles in southern Sindh
province. The number of patients quick-
ly swelled and two years later the figure
stands at more than 1,500, according to
data from the provincial health ministry.

Pakistan’s largest HIV testing and
treatment center was established in the
rural town of Rota Dero in the wake of
the disaster, dishing out life-saving anti-
retroviral drugs. But affected families
must cover further costs arising from
the illness themselves.

“They tell us to go for further tests in
private hospitals, but we don’t have suf-
ficient money,” Shar told AFP, describ-
ing how his son continues to suffer from
regular fever, abdominal and kidney
pain. Around 30 other children are also
HIV positive in their small village of
Subhani Shar, just a few kilometers from
Rato Dero.

Pakistan’s public hospitals, located
largely in cities, are often chaotic and
inefficient, leaving rural families to rely
on private cl inics they can seldom
afford that are often stuffed with unli-

censed doctors. At least 50 children
have died since they were diagnosed,
said pediatric specialist Fatima Mir,
from Aga Khan University in Karachi,
who has analyzed the data-though she
had expected the number to be higher
given the malnutrition and poverty
among families in the area.

Authorities blamed a single physi-
cian-a popular child specialist in Rato
Dero-for causing the outbreak.

Muzaffar Ghangro is currently out on
bail, with court hearings repeatedly
pushed back, much to the anger of
many families. He denies the charges
laid against him, saying other doctors
have pinned the outbreak on him
because of his successful practice.

‘Ruthless’ malpractice 
Poor infection control is rife across

impoverished Pakistan, where doctors
often re-use equipment to cut costs-out
of necessity or greed. The doctor who
first exposed Sindh’s dirty needle scan-
dal says little has changed since 2019.
“Things are as bad as they were at the
time of the outbreak,” said whistleblow-
er Imran Akbar Arbani, who called mal-
practice in the country “ruthless”.

Arbani took his data on the outbreak
to local media after discovering an
alarming number of babies with HIV in
Rato Dero, where he has a private clin-
ic. He said authorities were quick to

react at the time, but that discipline has
since slipped.  “In the first three months,
quacks and unauthorized medical prac-
titioners were banned and their clinics
were sealed, but they obtained clear-
ance later on,” he said.

Rafiq Khanani, a doctor and the
president of the Infectious Diseases
Society of Pakistan, said regulations
were ineffective or routinely ignored.
“The regulatory departments exist only
on documents and in offices... practical-
ly, they are ineffective.” In the wake of
the scandal, the government banned the
import of conventional syringes, insist-
ing only on single-use auto-lock nee-
dles which cannot be re-deployed.  But
a Sindh health official who did not want
to be named told AFP that many doc-
tors were circumventing the ban and
still buying the cheaper models.

‘We are doomed’ 
At Rato Dero’s HIV testing and

treatment center, patients sit facing a
television screen churning out health-
care advice in the local Sindhi language.
A frail 20-year-old man sits silently with
his father, waiting for the results of rap-
id HIV test. Pediatric specialist Fatima
Mir said successful mass testing helped
to identify victims of the crisis and slow
down onward transmissions. But
Pakistan now has to go beyond the vital
antiretrovirals and offer more rounded

care to patients, Ayesha Isani Majeed,
the head of the government’s National
AIDS Control Programme, said. As the
sun sets in Subhani Shar, a mother sits
with her daughter draped across her
lap, suffering another bout of fever.
Hakima Shar says she sometimes for-
gets to administer the drugs-which can
control the virus and help prevent
onward transmission-to her four-year-
old, who often refuses to take them.

“We are very poor... I wake up with
the sun and start working, so who else
will give her the medicine regularly?”
said the 25-year-old mother, who has
also contracted the virus. Many families
had never heard of HIV, but now it
dominates their lives.  

“The government doesn’t provide us
with antibiotics or multivitamins and we
can’t afford to buy them ourselves,” she
said. “We are doomed.” —AFP

Authorities blame a single physician for causing the outbreak

Children pay heavy price in 
Pakistan’s mass HIV outbreak

Historic lakeside 
villa spruced up for 
Biden-Putin talks
GENEVA: Tomorrow’s Geneva summit between US
President Joe Biden and Russian President Vladimir
Putin will take place in a plush 18th-century lake-
side villa steeped in the Swiss city’s history.

The Villa La Grange, set in Geneva’s biggest park
which slopes down to the shore, is well used to
hosting showpiece events-but the Biden-Putin talks
will rank as the most high-powered of them all.

The mansion, spruced up for the occasion, has
played a part in landmark international agreements
before, notably the first Geneva Convention. And
words said on its lawns by a former world leader
resonate today ahead of the US-Russia summit.
“We can establish an even deeper and more effec-
tive relationship,” said pope Paul VI in 1969.

Addressing a crowd of 70,000 in front of the vil-
la, the pontiff evoked the opposing forces of love
and hate and called for “generous peacemakers”.

Lakeside location 
The setting is spectacular. Views from the three-

storey classical mansion sweep down over the Parc
de La Grange, across Lake Geneva towards the
United Nations and the Jura mountains beyond.

The villa has been a whirlwind of activity in
preparation for the summit, with vehicles scurrying
in and out of the park. The paint has been touched
up and the chandeliers polished, while antique furni-
ture has been rearranged to make way for the two
presidents. The scene is set in the showpiece library:
two wooden armchairs clad in red leather have been
set either side of a globe, against a backdrop of
brown and gold tones. Two imposing stone lions-
freshly scrubbed down with pressure hoses-guard
the main entrance gates to the 20-hectare park.

In the immaculately-manicured gardens, new turf
has been rolled out to cover any bare patches.

During the summer, the gardens would typically
be filled by picnickers. But the chances of anyone
getting in and breaking out some Gruyere cheese
and a bottle of local Genevois wine on Wednesday
will be somewhat slim. The park has been closed off
and ringed with barbed wire-topped steel fencing,
while hundreds of troops and security officers will
guard the site.

Villa a bibliophile’s dream 
The grand, classical villa was owned by Genevan

patrician families and was ultimately bequeathed to
the city. On rare occasions, the public can take
guided tours that take in the library, reception
rooms and bedrooms. The estate was created in the
1660s by the merchant Jacques Franconis. Marc
Lullin, a banker, bought it in 1706 and three of his
sons built the French-style mansion and its sur-
rounding buildings between 1768 and 1773. Banker

Jean Lullin, having been ruined by the French
Revolution, sold it in 1800 to Francois Favre, a
Geneva ship owner who made his fortune trading
with the East from the French port of Marseille.

The Favre family transformed the house and
park, adding the large library which contains some
15,000 books belonging to Francois’ son Guillaume.
The oldest volumes date back to the 15th century
and the collection is especially strong in history, lit-
erature, and ancient languages. —AFP

GENEVA: Cars ride past the Intercontinental hotel,
Sunday in Geneva, ahead of the summit between US
President Joe Biden and Russian leader Vladimir
Putin. —AFP

Spain reels after
toddler, sister 
likely killed by dad
MADRID: Spanish rescuers were trawling the
seabed for the body of a toddler in waters off
Tenerife yesterday after investigators said they
believed she — like her sister — had been killed by
their father. The case has shocked Spain, and yes-
terday crowds demonstrated at town halls across
the country to protest domestic violence after simi-
lar gatherings over the weekend.  The girls, aged
one and six, were reported missing on April 27 after
being taken away by their father, Tomas Gimeno.
Investigators fear he abducted and killed them. 

On Thursday, the body of six-year-old Olivia was
found at the bottom of the sea off Tenerife wrapped
in a bag that was weighted down with an anchor.
The investigating magistrate said it was “most like-
ly” that Gimeno had killed both his daughters at
home then dumped their bodies at a depth where
they were unlikely to ever be found.  In her nine-
page statement, the magistrate said when Gimeno
had taken the girls, he wanted “to kill them in a
planned and premeditated manner”. 

“He aimed to inflict on his ex-partner the great-
est pain that he could imagine, an inhuman pain,”
she said.  On the day the girls went missing, Gimeno
was seen loading several bags onto his boat, wit-
nesses told investigators. An autopsy carried out on
Friday morning found Olivia had died a “violent
death”, the court said, after a gag order was lifted
over the weekend. 

Monstrous act 
The case has gripped Spain, where 39 minors

have been killed since 2013 by their fathers or by a
partner or former partner of their mothers. And so
far this year alone, 18 women have been killed as a
result of gender violence. The overall number of
victims now stands at 1,096 since records first
began on January 1, 2003, government figures show.
Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez said Friday
“the whole of Spain is in shock” over the case,
which has been passed to a Tenerife court specializ-
ing in gender violence.

The court magistrate said the worst was feared
for Olivia’s sister Anna.  “Although only Olivia’s
body has been located so far the most probable
hypothesis regarding Anna is, unfortunately, the
same,” she said. 

The suspected abduction and murder of the two
girls came a year after the girls’ mother, Beatriz
Zimmermann, broke up with Gimeno.  He sent her

“offensive and insulting” messages after the break-
up, especially when she found a new partner, the
magistrate said.

“The defendant’s desire was to leave his ex-part-
ner in the dark as to the fate of Olivia and Anna,”
she wrote.  In a searing open letter published on
Sunday, the girls’ mother wrote that it was “the most
monstrous act a person can commit: killing their
own innocent children”. “When they told me the
news, the world came crashing down on me, and as
hard as it is, at least now I can mourn their loss,” she
wrote.  —AFP

MADRID: The girls, aged one and six, were reported
missing on April 27 after being taken away by their
father, Tomas Gimeno (right).

KARACHI: In this picture taken on March 29, 2021, pediatric specialist Fatima Mir
speaks during an interview with AFP at Aga Khan Hospital in Karachi. —AFP

Geneva summit stirs 
memories of 1985 
Reagan-Gorbachev meet
GENEVA: Tomorrow’s talks between US President Joe
Biden and Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin evoke
vivid memories of the 1985 Geneva summit, when Cold
War rivals Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev met
for the first time. Despite the chilly November weather in
the Swiss city, relations began to thaw between
Washington and Moscow as the US president and the
Soviet leader came face to face on neutral territory.

Now some 36 years on, Biden and Putin are set for
decidedly less hopeful talks on the placid shores of Lake
Geneva, with the echo of history surrounding them. Back
in 1985, “the atmosphere was relaxed... They had both
lined something up to seduce the other camp,” said for-
mer AFP correspondent Didier Lapeyronie, who cov-
ered the Reagan-Gorbachev talks.

“At the same time, we were all aware that it was a
historic moment.”

Things got off to a bad start. Just before US presi-
dent Reagan arrived at one of the summit locations, a
Swiss soldier waiting in the ceremonial honor guard
fainted, overcome by the bitter cold. Six years before the
eventual collapse of the Soviet Union, the 1985 Geneva
summit focused on de-escalating the nuclear arms race
between the two superpowers, and came with hopes of
fostering better East-West relations. The three-day
summit was covered by 3,500 journalists.

Nicolas Burgy, who was at Geneva Airport for AFP to
report on the Reagans’ arrival, recalls the sense of “joy”
in the air. “There was a casual sort of feeling,” he said.

Fireside chat 
One of the most enduring pictures from the summit is

one of the two most powerful men on the planet sitting
beside a fireplace, smiling at each other from their arm-
chairs-an image that conjures up the impression of a
cozy fireside chat between two old friends. The convivi-
ality extended to their wives Raisa Gorbacheva and
Nancy Reagan, who chatted over tea under the gaze of
photographers.

Marie-Noelle Blessig, charged with following the
wives’ program for AFP, remembers seeing Gorbacheva
paying a visit to the United Nations’ Geneva headquar-
ters “to greet staff at the UN, where she was received
with loud applause”. Another sign of the thaw was the
first handshake between Gorbachev and Reagan, which
lasted seven seconds.

The historic moment took place in front of the Villa
Fleur d’Eau, a late 19th-century mansion on the shores of
Lake Geneva. The villa is currently up for sale.

The handshake took place before frozen photogra-
phers and reporters who had stood waiting in the gar-
den in the bitter cold. As the Americans had chosen the
large villa for day one of the talks, Reagan was there first
to welcome Gorbachev, “seemingly in very good spirits”,
said Claude Smadja, a former deputy editor of
Switzerland’s TSR television, who witnessed the historic
moment. —AFP

GENEVA: Witness of the meeting, former deputy
editor-in-chief of the French-speaking Swiss
Television Claude Smadja speaks in Versoix near
Geneva in front of the “Villa Fleur d’eau” that host-
ed the first meeting between Ronald Reagan and
Mikhail Gorbachev. —AFP

Nuke arms decline 
stalls as nations 
modernize arsenals
STOCKHOLM: As nuclear nations commit to
renewing and sometimes expanding their arse-
nals, a decline seen since the early 1990s seems
to have stalled, with some signs of a numerical
increase, researchers said yesterday.

“The reduction of nuclear arsenals that we
have gotten used to since the end of the Cold
War appears to be leveling out,” Hans Kristensen,
associate senior fe l low at  SIPRI’s  Nuclear
Disarmament, Arms Control and Non-prolifera-
tion Programme, told AFP. The amount of nukes

among the nine nuclear-armed states-the US,
Russia, the UK, France, China, India, Pakistan,
Israel and North Korea-totaled 13,080 at the
start of 2021, a slight decrease from 13,400 a year
earl ier, the Stockholm International  Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI) estimated. However,
this includes retired warheads waiting to be dis-
mantled, and without them the combined military
stockpile of nuclear arms rose from 9,380 to
9,620.

Meanwhile, the number of nuclear weapons
deployed with operational forces increased from
3,720 to 3,825, the report said. Of these, some
2,000 were kept in a “kept in a state of high
operational alert,” meaning for launch in a matter
of minutes. “We’re seeing very significant nuclear
modernization programs all around the world and
in all the nuclear weapons states,” Kristensen
said. He added that nuclear states also seem to be

raising “the importance they attribute to the
nuclear weapons in their military strategies.”

This change can be observed in both Russia
and the United States, which together possess
over 90 percent of the world’s nuclear weapons,
Kristensen said, stressing it was too early to say
if the new US administration under President Joe
Biden would deviate from the strategy under his
predecessor Donald Trump. “I think that the
Biden administration is signaling quite clearly that
it is going to continue the overwhelming main
thrust of the nuclear modernization program that
was underway during the Trump years,” the
researcher said, noting the program was started
under Barack Obama.

The US and Russia continued to dismantle
retired warheads, but both had about 50 more in
“operational deployment” at the start of 2021
than a year earlier. —AFP


