
Variant among 
accelerators of 
India virus surge: 
WHO scientist
GENEVA: A COVID-19 variant spreading in India is
more contagious and it is feared it could be dodging
some vaccine protections, contributing to the country’s
explosive outbreak, the World Health Organization’s
chief scientist said Saturday. In an interview with AFP,
Soumya Swaminathan warned that “the epidemiological
features that we see in India today do indicate that it’s
an extremely rapidly spreading variant”.

India on Saturday for the first time registered more
than 4,000 Covid-19 deaths in just 24 hours, and more
than 400,000 new infections. New Delhi has struggled
to contain the outbreak, which has overwhelmed its

healthcare system, and many experts suspect the offi-
cial death and case numbers are a gross underestimate.
Swaminathan, an Indian pediatrician and clinical scien-
tist, said the B.1.617 variant of Covid-19, which was first
detected in India last October, was clearly a contribut-
ing factor to the catastrophe unfolding in her homeland.
“There have been many accelerators that are fed into
this,” the 62-year-old said, stressing that “a more rapid-
ly spreading virus is one of them”. The WHO recently
listed B.1.617 — which counts several sub-lineages with
slightly different mutations and characteristics-as a
“variant of interest”.

Resistant to antibodies? 
But so far it has stopped short of adding it to its

short list of “variants of concern”-a label indicating it is
more dangerous than the original version of the virus
by being more transmissible, deadly or able to get past
vaccine protections. Several national health authorities,
including in the United States and Britain, have mean-
while said they consider B.1.617 a variant of concern,
and Swaminathan said she expected the WHO to soon

follow suit. “B 1.617 is likely to be a variant of concern
because it has some mutations which increase trans-
mission, and which also potentially could make (it)
resistant to antibodies that are generated by vaccina-
tion or by natural infection,” she said. —AFP
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KABUL: Dozens of young girls were buried yester-
day at a desolate hilltop cemetery in Kabul, a day
after a secondary school was targeted in the blood-
iest attack in Afghanistan in over a year.

A series of blasts outside the school during a
peak holiday shopping period killed more than 50
people, mostly female students, and wounded more
than 100 in Dasht-e-Barchi, a west Kabul suburb
populated mostly by Hazaras. The government
blamed the Taleban for the carnage, but the insur-
gents denied responsibility and issued a statement
saying the nation needed to “safeguard and look
after educational centers and institutions”.

Saturday’s blasts came as the United States mili-
tary continues to pull out its last 2,500 troops from
the violence-wracked country despite faltering
peace efforts between the Taliban and Afghan gov-
ernment to end a decades-long war. Interior
Ministry spokesman Tareq Arian told reporters that
a car bomb detonated in front of the Sayed Al-
Shuhada girls school on Saturday, and when the
students rushed out in panic, two more devices
exploded.

Residents were shopping ahead of this week’s
Eid Al-Fitr holiday-which marks the end of the
Islamic holy month of Ramadan-when the blasts
occurred. Yesterday, relatives buried the dead at a
hilltop site known as “Martyrs Cemetery”, where
victims of attacks against the Hazara community are
laid to rest. Hazaras are Shiite Muslims and consid-
ered heretics by extremist Sunnis. Sunni Muslims
make up the majority of the Afghan population.

‘Bodies on top of each other’ 
Bodies in wooden coffins were lowered into

graves one by one by mourners still in a state of
shock and fear, an AFP photographer said. “I rushed
to the scene (after the blasts) and found myself in
the middle of bodies, their hands and heads cut off

and bones smashed,” said Mohammad Taqi, a resi-
dent of Dasht-e-Barchi, whose two daughters were
students at the school but had escaped the attack.

“All of them were girls. Their bodies piled on top
of each other.” Last week the school’s students had
protested about a lack of teachers and study mate-
rials, said Mirza Hussain, a university student from
the area. “But what they got (in return) was a mas-
sacre.”  Books and school bags belonging to the
victims still lay scattered at the site of the attack.
Afghan officials including President Ashraf Ghani
blamed the Taleban. “This savage group does not
have the power to confront security forces on the
battlefield, and instead targets with brutality and
barbarism public facilities and the girls’ school,”
Ghani said in a statement after the blasts. The
Taleban denied involvement, and insist they have
not carried out attacks in Kabul since February last
year, when they signed a deal with Washington that
paved the way for peace talks and withdrawal of the
remaining US troops.

But the group has clashed daily with Afghan
forces in the rugged countryside even as the US
military reduces its presence.

Taleban chief warns US 
The United States was supposed to have pulled

all forces out by May 1 as agreed with the Taleban
last year, but Washington pushed back the date to
September 11 — a move that angered the insur-
gents. The leader of the Taleban, Hibatullah
Akhundzada, reiterated in a message released
ahead of Eid that any delay in withdrawing the
troops was a “violation” of that deal. “If America
again fails to live up to its commitments then the
world must bear witness and hold America account-
able for all the consequences,” Akhundzada warned
in yesterday’s message. He also said that the coun-

try should “safeguard and look after educational
centers and institutions”.

UN agency UNICEF condemned the attack on
the school. “Violence in and around schools is never
acceptable... Children must never be the target of
violence,” it said, urging the country’s warring sides
to protect human rights. The Dasht-e-Barchi neigh-
borhood has been a regular target of attacks from

Sunni Islamist militants. In May last year, a group of
gunmen launched a brazen daylight raid on a hospi-
tal in the area that left 25 people dead, including 16
mothers of newborn babies.

On October 24, a suicide bomber blew himself up
at a tuition center in the same district, killing 18
people in an attack claimed by the Islamic State
group. —AFP

Government blames Taleban, US continues pullout

Afghans bury dead from bloody 
school blasts as toll rises to 50

KABUL: Mourners and relatives dig graves for girls, who died in Saturday’s multiple blasts outside a girls’ school,
during the burial at a desolate hilltop cemetery in Dasht-e-Barchi on the outskirts of Kabul yesterday. —AFP

Large Chinese rocket 
segment crumbles 
over Indian Ocean
BEIJING: A large segment of a Chinese rocket re-
entered the Earth’s atmosphere and disintegrated
over the Indian Ocean yesterday, the Chinese space
agency said, following fevered speculation over
where the 18-tonne object would come down.
Officials in Beijing had said there was little risk from
the freefalling segment of the Long March-5B rock-
et, which had launched the first module of China’s
new space station into Earth orbit on April 29.

But the US space agency NASA and some
experts said China had behaved irresponsibly, as an
uncontrolled re-entry of such a large object risked
damage and casualties. “After monitoring and
analysis, at 10.24 (0224 GMT) on May 9, 2021, the
last-stage wreckage of the Long March 5B Yao-2
launch vehicle has re-entered the atmosphere,” the
China Manned Space Engineering Office said in a
statement, providing coordinates for a point in the
Indian Ocean near the Maldives.

It added that most of the segment disintegrated
and was destroyed during descent. The US mili-
tary’s Space Command said the rocket “re-entered

over the Arabian Peninsula at approximately 10:15
pm EDT on May 8 (0215 GMT Sunday)”. “It is
unknown if the debris impacted land or water.”

Monitoring service Space-Track, which uses US
military data, said that the location in Saudi Arabia
was where American systems last recorded it.
“Operators confirm that the rocket actually went
into the Indian Ocean north of the Maldives,” it
tweeted. The segment’s descent matched expert
predictions that any debris would have splashed
down into the ocean, given that 70 percent of the
planet is covered by water. Because it was an
uncontrolled descent, there was widespread public
interest and speculation about where the debris
would land. American and European space authori-
ties were among those tracking the rocket and try-
ing to predict its re-entry.

Accusations of negligence 
Objects generate immense amounts of heat and

friction when they enter the atmosphere, which can
cause them to burn up and disintegrate. But larger
ones such as the Long March-5B may not be
destroyed entirely. Their wreckage can land on the
surface of the planet and may cause damage and
casualties, though that risk is low.

Last year, debris from another Chinese Long
March rocket fell on villages in the Ivory Coast,
causing structural damage but no injuries or deaths.
That, and the one that came down Sunday, are tied

for the fourth-biggest objects in history to undergo
an uncontrolled re-entry, according to data from
Harvard-based astronomer Jonathan McDowell.

The uncertainty and risks of such a re-entry
sparked accusations that Beijing had behaved irre-
sponsibly. US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin sug-
gested last week that China had been negligent,
and NASA Administrator Bill Nelson echoed that
after the re-entry on Sunday. “Spacefaring nations
must minimize the risks to people and property on
Earth of re-entries of space objects and maximize
transparency regarding those operations,” Nelson
said in a statement. “It is clear that China is failing
to meet responsible standards regarding their
space debris.”

China’s space ambitions 
To avoid such scenarios, some experts have

recommended a redesign of the Long March-5B
rocket-which is not equipped for a controlled
descent. “An ocean reentry was always statisti-
cally the most likely,” McDowell tweeted. “It
appears China won its gamble (unless we get
news of debris in the Maldives). But it was still
reckless.”

Chinese authorities had downplayed the risk,
however. “The probability of causing harm to avia-
tion activities or (on people and activities) on the
ground is extremely low,” foreign ministry
spokesman Wang Wenbin said Friday. —AFP

GENEVA: World Health Organization’s chief scientist
Soumya Swaminathan checks her smartphone during
an interview with AFP in Geneva Saturday. —AFP

Third arrest after 
bomb attack
in Maldives
MALE, Maldives: A third man has been arrested
following the attempted assassination of Maldives’
former president Mohamed Nasheed, police said
yesterday, as they renewed an appeal for more
information about another suspect. The democracy
pioneer and climate activist was seriously hurt after
a bomb attack in the capital Male on Thursday night
that also injured a British national and two others,
which police have blamed on “religious extremists”.

“We can confirm that a third individual has been
arrested in connection with the May 6 attack early
today,” police said in a statement. No further details
about the man were released. Police also appealed
for more information about another man seen in the
area where a motorcycle that the bomb had been
rigged to was parked. 

The owner of the motorcycle as well as another

man were arrested on Saturday.
The bomb detonated as Nasheed walked to his

car. Family members tweeted that the 53-year-old
ex-president, now the parliament’s speaker,
remained in the intensive care unit of a hospital. But
he was able to speak to close relatives on Saturday
after no longer needing life support, they added.
There was no immediate update on his condition
from the hospital. Nasheed underwent 16 hours of
surgery to remove shrapnel from his body and doc-
tors said one shard narrowly missed his heart.

There has been no claim of responsibility for the
attack, but officials from Nasheed’s Maldivian
Democratic Party (MDP) have alleged that religious
extremists and political interests could be involved.

The Indian Ocean archipelago of 340,000 peo-
ple is Muslim majority and in October 2019 police
arrested a suspected Islamic State recruiter
accused of sending dozens of Maldivians to Syria.
The same man was accused of setting off a home-
made bomb that wounded 12 Chinese tourists in
Male in September 2007. Nasheed ended decades
of one-party rule in the Maldives and became its
first democratically-elected president in 2008, only
to be toppled in a military-backed coup in 2012.

He is known internationally as a champion in the
fight against climate change and rising sea levels
that he says threaten to submerge the nation of
1,192 coral islands.  —AFP

MALE: Maldives National Defense Force (MNDF) per-
sonnel stand guard in the capital Male yesterday fol-
lowing the May 6 attempted assassination of
Maldives’ former president Mohamed Nasheed who is
recovering in hospital. —AFP

News in brief

Lebanon stops 51 from crossing 

BEIRUT: Lebanese police said Saturday they had thwart-
ed an attempt to smuggle 51 Syrians to neighboring
Cyprus, weeks after the army foiled a similar operation.
“On May 4th 2021, the Internal Security Force’s informa-
tion branch stopped 51 Syrian nationals, including 39 men,
five women and seven minors, who were heading to
Cyprus by sea,” said a police statement. It said they were
stopped while waiting along Lebanon’s northern coast
after paying a smuggler $2,500 each for the trip.
Lebanon, home to more than six million people, is just 160
kilometers (100 miles) from Cyprus. —AFP

Germany’s Greens exclude mayor 

BERLIN: Germany’s Greens on Saturday voted to
exclude from the party the mayor of the southwestern
town of Tuebingen over racist remarks he made on social
media about a black soccer player. Members of the party
in Baden-Wurtemberg overwhelmingly voted to remove
Boris Palmer, who has often been criticized over his com-
ments about immigrants and minorities. In a posting
Thursday on Facebook, Palmer called former German
player Dennis Aogo a “bad racist” and used a racial slur.
His comments were met with outrage by members of his
party, which is leading in the polls ahead of the
September elections. —AFP

Guards ex-official for Iran president

TEHRAN: A former official of Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards who has thrown his hat into the ring for Iran’s June
18 presidential election pledged Saturday to initiate
change and build a “powerful” government. Saeed
Mohammad, 53, headed the Guards’ construction and
engineering arm for over two years before announcing his
resignation in early March to run in the poll. Registration
at the interior ministry to contest the poll runs from
Tuesday to Saturday, with names to be handed to the
conservative-dominated Guardian Council for vetting
before being allowed to run. —AFP

Guinea to put 60 people on trial 

CONAKRY, Guinea: Some 60 people, including opposi-
tion figures detained for months, will stand trial in Guinea
over deadly protests surrounding last year’s presidential
election, according to the government. Alpha Conde’s bid
for a third term in office was met with months of demon-
strations by political opposition and civil society groups,
which security forces countered with sometimes brutal
force, and dozens of people died after the protests began
in October 2019. In March 2020, at the same time as leg-
islative elections, Guinea held a referendum to change the
constitution and allow the president to serve more than
two terms. Despite mass opposition and claims of an
“electoral coup d’etat”, Conde, 83, was re-elected in the
first round in October 2020.  —AFP

Spain ends COVID emergency

MADRID: Spain has lifted a state of emergency in place
since October to fight the pandemic, allowing Spaniards
to travel between regions for the first time in months. “It’s
like New Year’s,” said 28-year-old Oriol Corbella in
Barcelona, where the lifting of the curfew was met with
shouts, applause and music. “We’re getting a bit of nor-
mality back, of freedom, but we have to keep in mind that
the virus is still around,” he added. “I was fed up with not
being able to get out of Madrid,” jewellery designer Blaca
Valls told AFP on Saturday, echoing the relief of many in
the country over the easing of restrictions. “I felt frustrat-
ed, locked down, with no freedom,” added the 46-year-
old who plans to go to Galicia, in northwest Spain, next
weekend to celebrate a birthday. —AFP


