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India to close 
colonial-era 
military farms
ALLAHABAD: Under a hot afternoon sun workers scrub down
cows at the Allahabad Military Farm, the latest hangover of India’s
colonial past being forced into the 21st century. The 700-acre
(285-hectare) farm in the city of 1.1 million people, along with 38
other military farms set up by the country’s former British rulers, is
to be closed in coming weeks. The yellow and white Victorian-era
buildings will probably be demolished while the 500 cows face an
uncertain future. The Allahabad farm, set up in 1889, is the oldest
of those once used by the British to house the cows transported
to Asia to provide milk for the troops in city barracks. The gov-
ernment announced in August that it would shut the military farms
to cut costs and better use its vast defence land portfolio.  —AFP

ANTANANARIVO: As plague cases rose last week in
Madagascar’s capital, many city dwellers panicked.
They waited in long lines for antibiotics at pharmacies
and reached through bus windows to buy masks from
street vendors. Schools have been canceled, and pub-
lic gatherings are banned. The plague outbreak has
killed 63 people in the Indian Ocean island nation,
Madagascar’s government says. For the first time, the
disease long seen in the country’s remote areas is
largely concentrated in its two largest cit ies,
Antananarivo and Toamasina.

Global health officials have responded quickly.
The World Health Organization, criticized for its slow
response to the 2014 Ebola epidemic in West Africa,
has released $1.5 million
and sent plague spe-
cialists and epidemiolo-
gists. The Red Cross is
sending its f irst-ever
plague treatment center
to Madagascar.

On Wednesday,
Madagascar’s minister
of public health rallied
doctors and paramedics
in a packed auditorium
at the country’s main
hospital, saying they’re
not al lowed to go on
vacation. “Let’s be strong, because it’s only us. We’re
at the front, l ike the military,” Mamy Lalatiana
Andriamanarivo said. The outbreak could continue
until the end of infection season in April, experts
warn.

Madagascar has about 400 plague cases per year,
or more than half of the world’s total, according to a
2016 World Health Organization report. Usually, they
are cases of bubonic plague in the rural highlands.
Bubonic plague is carried by rats and spread to
humans through flea bites. It is fatal about the half
the time, if untreated. Most of the cases in the cur-
rent outbreak are pneumonic plague, a more virulent
form that spreads through coughing, sneezing or
spitting and is almost always fatal if untreated. In
some cases, it can kill within 24 hours. Like the

bubonic form, it can be treated with common antibi-
otics if caught in time.

‘Disease of poverty’ 
The WHO calls plague a “disease of poverty” caused

in part by unsanitary living conditions. Madagascar has
a per capita GDP of about $400, and national pro-
grams to control the disease have been “hampered by
operational and management difficulties,” according to
a report by the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control. But the airborne pneumonic
plague, which accounts for about 75 percent of cases in
the current outbreak, makes no class distinctions.

“Normally, the people who catch the plague are dirty
people who live in poor
areas, but in this case we
find the well-to-do, the
directors, the professors,
people in every place in
society, catching the dis-
ease,” said Dr Manitra
R a k o t o a r i v o n y ,
Madagascar’s director of
health promotion.

The current outbreak
began in August, earlier
than usual, when a 31-
year-old man who had
spent time in a village in

the central highlands, Ankazobe, traveled by bush taxi
to the east coast, unaware that he had the plague. He
died en route and was buried without any safety pre-
cautions in Toamasina. Four people in contact with him
also died. Residents of the capital began to relax in
recent days amid the global response to the outbreak,
but the disease remains a serious threat with the num-
ber of new cases per day remaining steady.

Century long fight 
Madagascar has fought the disease for more than a

century. It was introduced to the island in 1898 when
steamships from India brought rats infected with the
bacteria that causes the disease. The plague nearly dis-
appeared from Madagascar for 60 years, starting in
1930, but re-emerged in recent decades. The black rats

that carry the disease in the highlands have gradually
developed resistance to it. Unsafe burial practices that
involve touching corpses are another reason the dis-
ease spreads, according to a 2015 study by scientists at
the Pasteur Institute in Madagascar.

The outbreak has alarmed neighboring countries. A
34-year-old man in another Indian Ocean island nation,
the Seychelles, contracted the pneumonic plague while
in Madagascar. He was treated in his own country and
no longer has symptoms. It was the first-ever plague
case in the Seychelles, said the country’s public health
commissioner, Dr Jude Gedeon. Another Seychellois, a

49-year-old basketball coach, died of the plague last
month while in Antananarivo for a tournament.

Seychelles authorities have established a plague iso-
lation ward and announced that schools will be closed
through Tuesday. Foreign travelers who have recently
visited Madagascar are not being allowed into the
country. While the WHO says the risk of the epidemic
spreading beyond the region is very low and does not
advise restrictions on travel to Madagascar, Air
Seychelles has canceled all flights to and from the
island until further notice. “The situation is still not
under control in Madagascar,” Gedeon said. —AP
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ANTANANARIVO: In this photo taken Tuesday Oct 10, 2017, a child wears a face mask inside a hospital in
the capital. —AP

Big bundle of joy: 
Vietnamese gives 
birth to 7 kg baby
HANOI: A Vietnamese mother had the shock of
her life when her newborn son weighed in at a
whopping 7.1 kilograms, one of the heaviest
births ever reported in the Southeast Asian
nation. The very large bundle of joy was born
Saturday to his beaming-and stunned-parents
in northern Vinh Phuc province. “When the
doctor said my child was 7.1 kilograms, we all
couldn’t believe it,” father Tran Van Quan said
yesterday.

Doctors had earlier told mother Nguyen Kim
Lien that her baby would be around five kilo-
grams, but she hadn’t bargained for the extra two.

To be certain, they weighed him again after doc-
tors brought him to mum’s hospital room. The
scales didn’t lie.  “He was 7.2 kilograms with some
clothes on, so a bit heavier than when he came out
of mummy!” Quan added. 

Hospital staff confirmed the baby’s weight to
AFP, declining to comment. The family have named
the not-so-little-guy Tran Tien Quoc, and Quan
said both mother and son are healthy and happy.
The last big baby to make headlines in Vietnam
was in 2008, when a woman gave birth to a
daughter weighing nearly seven kilograms in cen-
tral Gia Lai province. 

The heaviest baby ever born to a healthy moth-
er clocked in at 10.2 kilograms in 1955 in Aversa
Italy, according to Guinness World Records. Baby
Quoc is expected to go home in a few days with
mum, who is recovering from a Caesarean section.
This is the couple’s second son. Their first was
born in 2013 and weighed a comparatively modest
4.2 kilograms.  —AFP

VINH PHUC PROVINCE: Baby boy Tran Tien
Quoc (top) next to an unidentified baby at the
Vinh Tuong district medical center. —AFP


