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CHENNAI: Indian residents attempt to push a vehicle through floodwaters as others wade past in Chennai yesterday. — AFP 

CHENNAI: The heaviest rainfall in over a century
caused massive flooding across the Indian state of
Tamil Nadu, driving thousands from their homes, shut-
ting auto factories and paralyzing the airport in the
state capital Chennai. The national weather office pre-
dicted three more days of torrential downpours in the
southern state of nearly 70 million people. “There will
be no respite,” Laxman Singh Rathore of the India
Meteorological Department told reporters yesterday.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has blamed climate
change for the rain, injecting urgency into the debate
at global climate talks in Paris and highlighting the vul-
nerability of tropical nations like India to extreme
weather. Physician Rupam Choudhury said he and a
friend had to wade through neck-deep water to reach
high ground from where an army brought him to his
hospital in the heart of Chennai. The Dr A
Ramachandran’s Diabetes Hospital was running out of
oxygen for patients and diesel for power generators, he
said by phone. Most mobile networks were down in
the city and food supplies were running low. Chennai,
India’s fourth most populous city, is a major auto manu-
facturing and IT outsourcing hub. Ford Motor, Daimler,
Hyundai and Nissan told workers to stay at home, while
US listed outsourcing firm Cognizant shut its 11 local
offices.

Flights stopped
Airlines suspended flights into Chennai’s flooded

international airport, causing wider disruption to air
travel. “The biggest challenge is to find a way to clear
the inundated airport and main roads,” said Anurag
Gupta at the National Disaster Management Authority

(NDMA) in New Delhi. Passengers stranded at the air-
port said they did not know when they would be able
to fly, or where to stay if they could not. “All of us here
are getting agitated because none of the hotels nearby
are vacant. Where do we go?” traveller Vinit Jain told
Reuters Television. No deaths were reported and the

extent of damage would only become clear when the
floodwaters receded, another NDMA official said. The
federal home ministry said 18 people had suffered
flood-related injuries.

Weather experts say the seasonal northeast mon-
soon was responsible for the flooding in the city of six
million, which like many of India’s teeming cities lacks
adequate drainage. Jatin Singh, founder of private
weather forecaster Skymet, said the northeast mon-
soon was typically more intense in years like this when
El Nino - or a warming of the waters in the eastern
Pacific Ocean - prevailed. At least twice as much rain fell
in the last 24 hours as the average for the whole month
of December, Skymet said.  Forecasters say the trough
of low pressure bringing the rains was very slow mov-
ing. Tamil Nadu is a major rice and sugar cane produc-
ing region, and a senior member of a local farmers
association said floods had washed out up to four agri-
cultural districts.

Relief effort
Modi has ordered rescue teams and paramilitary

forces to launch an extensive relief and rescue opera-
tion in Chennai. He had blamed climate change for the
heavy rains that hit the southern state last month,
tweeting before attending the UN climate summit in
Paris this week: “We are feeling the impact of fast-paced
climate change.” Hundreds of divers and army rescue
teams entered inundated homes, taking the injured to
hospital.  Authorities said more than a million people
were affected by the flooding, with some residents
bemoaning the slow response of the relief teams.
Social media networks carried many appeals for help,
while others offered assistance. Siddarth, a popular
Tamil film actor who goes by one name, was coordinat-
ing a relief effort on Twitter. “The police want to help
but there are no boats. We are trying not to panic,” said
Ramana Goda, who took refuge at a police station after
fleeing his home with his family overnight. —  Reuters
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KUNDUZ: Two months after the Taleban ram-
paged through the northern Afghan city of
Kunduz, residents are still sifting through the
rubble, wondering how they will ever rebuild
and worrying that the insurgents will return.
The Taleban swept into the strategic northern
city in late September, holding it for three days
and looting and destroying shops before being
driven out by a massive counteroffensive
backed by US airstrikes. The street by street
fighting devastated wide swaths of Kunduz at a
time when Afghanistan’s finances are stretched
thin by a seemingly never-ending war.
International aid is being scaled down along-
side the withdrawal of most foreign troops,
who officially concluded their combat mission
last year.

The Taleban are meanwhile dug in on the
city’s outskirts, and many fear they could return.
“I lost everything I had - my house, my business
and my property,” said Ahmad Jan, who sold
TVs and DVDs in Kunduz. The Taleban torched
his shop, and then his home was demolished
during the battle to drive them out, he said. He
moved his family to a neighboring province for
safety. “I can’t trust the government anymore, I
have lost my hope in them,” he said. During a
visit to Kunduz last week, Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani said the government would pro-
tect the city and help residents rebuild. “We
won’t allow a repeat of what happened to
Kunduz,” he said, as rocket-fire rumbled off in
the distance, where near-daily battles have
erupted just outside the city.

Dismissals
Ghani has ordered the dismissal and military

trial of an undisclosed number of intelligence
officials, including the provincial intelligence
chief, over the failure to anticipate September’s
attack, which was the latest in a series of attacks
on the city. He has also ordered a security review
by the newly appointed army division com-
mander. But many residents said they remain
fearful, especially after seeing the Taleban make
off with armored vehicles and tanks. As winter
sets in, local officials and residents are taking
stock of the devastation wrought by the fight-
ing. The damage to public infrastructure alone
has been estimated at around $82 million,
according to Hamdullah Danishi, the acting gov-
ernor of Kunduz province.

He said the damage to private property is
still being assessed. “It could be that the cost of
rebuilding privately owned properties will be
several times that of the public infrastructure
because they took the brunt of the fighting over
several days,” he added. Zabihullah Majidi, a civil
society activist in Kunduz, said the fighting

destroyed hundreds of shops and homes,
including high-rise apartment buildings. Much
of the city is still without water or electricity. Half
the city’s 300,000 residents fled during the fight-
ing, and it’s unclear how many have returned.

“The cost of reconstruction will probably be
less than it was after the last war with the
Taleban, but substantial nevertheless,” he said,
referring to the 2001 US-led invasion that top-
pled the Taleban. Among the facilities
destroyed in the fighting was a trauma hospital
operated by Doctors Without Borders, which
was the target of a sustained US air assault that
killed at least 30 people and sparked an interna-
tional outcry. US President Barack Obama apol-
ogized for the attack, which came at the
request of Afghan forces.

The losses
Just next door to the hospital was the ware-

house where Abdul Maroof stored electronic
goods for his trading company. The attack on
the hospital destroyed the building and every-
thing inside, causing hundreds of thousands of
dollars in losses and leaving him unable to pay
back loans, he said. “From an economic point of
view, I can assure you that for the next five years
our Kunduz cannot be the same as it was in the
past,” he said, adding that many businessmen
have quit the town, fearing another attack.

Shopkeeper Sardar Agha said at least 10
shops on his street were destroyed during
heavy fighting, estimating that the owners lost
hundreds of thousands of dollars. “There’s noth-
ing left. Many shops and homes in my neigh-
borhood have been destroyed or hugely dam-
aged,” he said. The acting spokesman for the
governor of Kunduz, Abdul Wasi Basel, said the
top priority was security, followed by restoring
water, electricity and other services. Only then,
he said, would government offices be rebuilt. A
commission has been set up to process applica-
tions for the recovery of damaged or destroyed
assets, but Basel could not say when funds will
be dispersed. “The exact cost of the war is diffi-
cult to say at moment,” he said. 

Mohammad Khan Almas watched as his
neighborhood was transformed into one of the
main battlefields in the city and airstrikes
destroyed eight shops he owned. The $1,200
worth of monthly rent he had collected from
them supported his family, including his 11
children. He said a delegation from the gover-
nor visited and assessed his losses at $320,000,
but until now he’s received no money. “There
are three culprits here - the government, the
Taleban and the United States,” he said. “They
are all guilty of the incidents that ended my
business and destroyed my shops.”— AP 
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KUNDUZ: Staff members walk through the damaged Medecins Sans
Frontieres (MSF) hospital in Afghanistan’s city of Kunduz.  — AFP 

YAVATMAL: When residents of a city in one
of India’s most water-stressed regions band-
ed together with authorities to de-silt their
local reservoir, they were trying to secure the
future of their drinking water supply. But the
activists discovered that the silt that clogs the
Nilona reservoir, 750 km east of Mumbai in
Maharashtra state, could also boost harvests
in this drought-stricken area, where crop fail-
ures have driven thousands of farmers to sui-
cide. Their innovative model of crowd-fund-
ed, citizen-led action has become a model for
what’s possible to protect water supplies in
India, backers say. Residents of Yavatmal in
Vidarbha district rely for their water on an
earth-lined reservoir 10 kilometers away.

The nearly 700 meter-long lake, built in
1972, originally had a capacity of 6.39 million
cubic meters, but this has fallen by at least a
third as soil has washed into the lake, accord-
ing to government estimates. Local activists
contend that the silt, combined with vegeta-
tion growing along the edges of Nilona, has
reduced its capacity by as much as half. The
monsoon in Maharashtra, as in other parts of

India, has become increasingly erratic in
recent years, and this is partly to blame for
the silt problem. Although rainfall has been
enough to keep the 700-metre-long lake
more or less full, heavier than average down-
pours have washed large quantities of soil
into the lake.

In July 2014, authorities in Yavatmal
halved the supply of water to the city, from
64 million litres to 32 million liters weekly.
Residents now receive piped water for just
two or three hours, three times a week. Local
farmers do not have access to the reservoir
for irrigation, and the unreliable rainfall, com-
bined with prolonged drought, has made
planting and harvesting crops unpredictable,
as well as damaging crops and playing havoc
with livelihoods. In drought-ravaged
Vidarbha district, thousands of farmers have
killed themselves in the past two decades
because of crop failures and debts.

Inspiration to act
Alok Gupta, a 45-year-old doctor in

Yavatmal, was inspired to act after hearing a

talk a by a physician-turned-activist who had
spearheaded efforts to revive over a dozen
reservoirs across Maharashtra. “It was a wake-
up call for us,” recalled Gupta, who is a mem-
ber of Prayas, a network of professionals who
promote civic action for social causes. “The
water supply was already inadequate. How
would we survive if it got worse?”

The Prayas members were sure of one
thing: reclaiming their reservoir would have
to be a collective act. “De-silting Nilona
would need huge amount of money, time
and hard work. A few of us couldn’t do it. We
needed a citizen movement,” said Kamal
Bagdi, a businessman and a member of
Prayas. Local government officials initially
argued that Nilona would not become com-
pletely silted up for another 20 years, at
which point they planned to divert water
from the Bembla reservoir, 25 kilometers
away. The government estimated the cost of
digging canals from Bembla to Nilona at 25
million rupees ($377,000).

But the Prayas members wanted to act
sooner, and they proposed an alternative:

Mission Deep Nilona (MDN), a crowd-funded
project to de-silt the reservoir at a cost of 3.5
million rupees ($52,700). The activists pub-
lished a brochure and roped in young people
to tour the city in an open truck singing patri-
otic songs and appealing to locals to save
their only source of drinking water. The
response was overwhelming, said Avinash
Saoji, founder of Prayas. MDN raised 2.3 mil-
lion rupees of its 3.4 million rupee budget
from private donations. The government pro-
vided the remainder and helped get the nec-
essary approvals from agencies.

The rest of the effort depended upon
expertise from Prayas members and the con-
tributions of the city’s residents. Apart from
cash, donations also came in the forms of
dredgers, trucks and free labor. “A total of
12,000 people donated labor, helping clear
grass, water weeds, pebbles and mud. Some
served free food and drinks,” Saoji said. MDN
was formally launched in April 2015. By the
end of May, MDN had removed the first
35,000 cubic meters of the 6.3 million cubic
meters of silt clogging Nilona.

From the lake to the fields
For MDN’s leaders, what they did with that

silt is a highlight of their story. “Silt increases
soil fertility. If farmers use the silt from Nilona,
they can get a higher (crop) yield. In turn, we
don’t have to worry about its disposal,” said
Gupta, who volunteer’s as MDN’s project direc-
tor. Farmer Gaju Rawat, who owns a 2-acre
farm in Barwada, one of 10 villages around
Nilona, agrees. “They offered us tons of silt for
free, provided we transported it ourselves. I
brought 30 tractors of silt, which is a very
good way to increase moisture to my field.
Normally I get 15-30 quintals of cotton. But
this year, I am expecting at least double that,”
Rawat said happily.

Dattatreya Gaekwad, a senior government
official in the district’s agriculture depart-
ment, described MDN as “a perfect example
of people’s cooperation for social develop-
ment.” In January the group plans to remove a
further 100,000 truckloads of silt. The initial
success of the project has inspired the
activists to add other improvements to the
water system. — Reuters

In India’s dry regions, crowd-funding comes to a lake’s rescue

CHENNAI: A man carries a dog and wades through a flooded street in Chennai, in the
southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu yesterday. — AP 

ISLAMABAD: An angry brother shot his
elder sister dead because she voted in
Pakistani local elections after he had
forbidden her to do so, police said yes-
terday. The murder occurred in the
town of Taxila 25 kilometers west of
Islamabad on Tuesday, according to
officials. Danish Ali, 20, was furious
because his sister Asif Noreen, a 32-year
old schoolteacher,  had defied his
instructions and cast her vote, local
police official Naeem Abbas said.
“According to a report filed by the
deceased’s father, Ali shot Noreen with
his pistol and she died on the spot at
their home,” Abbas said.

Police were still hunting for Ali, who
is on the run. Women’s turnout is usual-
ly weak in the most conservative rural
parts of Pakistan because of male per-
ceptions that their place is in the home.
But incidents of women being killed for
voting are rare, although hundreds of
Pakistani women are murdered each
year in cases of domestic violence or on
the grounds of defending family “hon-
or”.  The Aurat Foundation, a campaign
group that works to improve the lives
of women in Pakistan’s conservative
and patriarchal society, says more than
3,000 women have been killed in such
attacks since 2008. — AFP 
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KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia-based budget carrier
AirAsia yesterday sought to quash speculation that
a wave of pilots calling in sick, which stranded hun-
dreds of furious passengers, was actually a protest
over working conditions. AirAsia has said that
around a dozen pilots had called in sick this week,
throwing domestic and international flights into
disarray on Tuesday as passengers complained that
the airline’s chaotic handling of the logjam forced
many to sleep overnight in Malaysian airport termi-
nals.

AirAsia founder and group chief executive offi-
cer Tony Fernandes has publicly blamed a flu epi-
demic among pilots, combined with teething trou-
ble over a new airline rostering system. “It was a
freak day with the new system and 11 pilots were
not well for night flights,” he was quoted by The Star
newspaper’s website as saying yesterday, referring
to the chaos the day before. An AirAsia spokesman
later said that 13 pilots had called in sick. The Star
report said Fernandes denied that industrial action
was to blame, and quoted him calling AirAsia pilots
“super professional”.

But reports by Malaysian media have stoked
unconfirmed speculation that the pilots were
expressing displeasure with working hours and

conditions. AirAsia pilots are not unionized. Asked
by AFP to comment on the rumors, Fernandes
replied in a text message: “Do you honestly expect
me to respond to this?” Hundreds of passengers
were reportedly stranded at Kuala Lumpur
International Airport and other Malaysian airports
Tuesday. Some complained on social media that
they were told to wait for hours for new flights, only
to see those eventually cancelled. “Hallo!!! .... flight
delay for almost 5 hours already!! Do something!
People are starving!,” one traveler vented Tuesday
on Facebook. 

The flights affected were mostly domestic, but
Malaysian media said an AirAsia flight to Bangkok
also was disrupted. The AirAsia spokesman said
normal operations had resumed yesterday. “We
have over a thousand pilots, 13 is a small number
and everything is back to normal now,” the
spokesman said. The episode came as Indonesian
investigators released a report on Tuesday into
the crash of Indonesia AirAsia flight QZ8501 last
December, which killed all 162 people on board.
The report said inadequate maintenance and
poor pilot training by the airline were among the
reasons for the crash of the Airbus jet into the
Java Sea. —  AFP 
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