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News in brief

Death toll in China hits 29

BEIJING: The number of people killed when a
restaurant in northern China collapsed has
climbed to 29, state media said yesterday, with
efforts to find survivors brought to a close. The
two-storey building in Xiangfen county, Shanxi
province, came down on Saturday morning dur-
ing an 80th birthday party, according to official
news agency Xinhua. A total of 57 people have
been pulled from the debris of the Juxian restau-
rant, with dozens injured. Seven people are seri-
ously hurt, although Xinhua said the injuries were
“not life-threatening”. State broadcaster CGTN
said the rescue operation ended in the early hours
of yesterday morning. The cause of the collapse is
unknown and the central government’s State
Council said it would supervise an investigation
by provincial authorities. Footage on the CGTN
website showed the roof caved in, with rescue
equipment lifting rubble from the site. — AFP 

Indian forces, Muslims clash 

SRINAGAR: Indian forces opened fire with shot-
gun pellets and tear gas Saturday on a proces-
sion by hundreds of Muslims in troubled
Kashmir, injuring dozens of people who had
ignored a ban on religious gatherings, witnesses
said. Indian authorities had reimposed the ban on
Thursday after clashes with Shia Muslims want-
ing to stage traditional processions for the
Muharram holy month. Jafar Ali, a witness, told
AFP that the procession started in the Bemina
area on the outskirts of the main city of Srinagar
and that government forces were present in
heavy numbers. Ali and other people who saw
the clashes said security forces fired pellets and
tear gas to break up the gathering. “The forces
fired pellets at the procession that was mainly
peaceful and included women,” said another wit-
ness Iqbal Ahmad. At least 40 people were
injured, according to witnesses. — AFP 

Beirut blast death toll hits 190

BEIRUT: The death toll from this month’s Beirut
port blast has risen to 190 with more than 6,500
injured and three people missing, Lebanon’s care-
taker government said in a report yesterday.
Lebanese authorities are probing what caused
highly explosive material stored unsafely for years
to detonate in a mushroom cloud, wrecking swathes
of the city and fuelling anger at a political class
already blamed for the country’s economic melt-
down. The army said on Saturday that seven people
were still missing - three Lebanese, three Syrians
and one Egyptian. It was not immediately clear if
some had since been found. The Aug 4 explosion
left 300,000 people homeless and caused $15 bil-
lion in direct damage, said the report issued on
Sunday by the presidency of the council of minis-
ters. It said 50,000 houses, nine major hospitals and
178 schools had been damaged. — Reuters

Lebanon arrests 3 Egyptians 

BEIRUT: Lebanese police announced Saturday
the arrest of three Egyptian nationals accused of
gang-raping a woman in a luxury Cairo hotel in
2014. Lebanon’s Internal Security Forces (ISF)
said in a statement it received a letter from
Interpol in Egypt on August 27 with the names of
seven Egyptian nationals in Lebanon “accused of
raping a girl in 2014 in a Cairo hotel”. The ISF
intelligence branch “found that five of the seven
had entered Lebanon previously” and that three
remained in the country, according to the state-
ment. The three suspects were arrested on
August 28 in the village of Fatqa in Mount
Lebanon, the ISF added. The rape allegedly took
place six years ago, but the accusations only
emerged online in July. — AFP

MUMBAI: Rushing from one home to another in a
village in western India, health worker Ashwini
Mhaske cannot afford to take a breather. Working
to keep COVID-19 at bay while caring for mothers
and babies, Mhaske races between households to
meet job targets and earn bonuses for a average
monthly wage of 4,000 rupees ($54) that India’s
army of rural health workers say is derisory.
Accredited Social Health Activists - or ASHA work-
ers - are the government’s recognized health work-
ers who are usually the first point of contact in rural
India, where there is often limited or no direct
access to healthcare facilities.

Many of India’s one million all-women ASHA
workers - who have conducted door-to-door
checks to trace coronavirus patients in addition to
their usual duties - went on strike this month to
demand job recognition, better pay and proper pro-
tective gear. “Now we work all hours, with no days
off,” said 33-year-old Mhaske, who used to do farm
work shifts to supplement her ASHA income before
the coronavirus pandemic struck India in March.

India’s coronavirus cases crossed the 3.2 million
mark this week - it is behind the United States and
Brazil - after a surge in rural areas where two-thirds
of its 1.3 billion people live. With infections spread-
ing further to small towns and remote regions,
experts say the epidemic in India is likely to be
months away from its peak, putting more strain on
an already overburdened healthcare system and
struggling ASHA workers. “All we (ASHA workers)

are saying is that the government should think
about us,” Mhaske told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation by phone from Osmanabad in
Maharashtra state.

Pay dispute
Enlisted as part of a 2005 national program to

boost healthcare services across rural India - from
maternal care to vaccination drives - ASHA workers
are treated like volunteers and not covered by state
governments’ minimum wage legislation. They
recently received a 33% hike to their basic monthly
salary due to the new coronavirus, and get bonuses
for tasks such as 50 rupees for ensuring five chil-
dren are immunized and 600 rupees for taking
pregnant women to hospital to give birth.

Yet labour economists and campaigners said
ASHA workers were still hugely underpaid for their
duties, and earned about half as much as farm work-
ers employed under government job schemes. “In
the name of community service, they are working
without commensurate remuneration or rights,” said
KR Shyam Sunder, a professor at the Xavier School
of Management in Jharkhand. “This amounts to
indignity or undignified labor ... the returns to the
society from their work will far outweigh the mea-
ger economic cost in regularizing them.”

India’s health ministry has not officially respond-
ed to ASHA workers’ demands for a base salary of
10,000 rupees per month. “They get task-based
incentives and we already have a set of incentives ...

that would yield 5,000 to 6,000 rupees a month,”
said Vikas Sheel, joint secretary at the health min-
istry. Yet payment records reviewed by the
Thomson Reuters Foundation of nearly 600 ASHA
workers from four states - Maharashtra, Bihar, Uttar

Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh - revealed average
earnings of about 4,000 rupees for the month of
July. “We have already increased 1,000 rupees for
their COVID-19 duties,” Sheel added. “Right now,
that’s it.”  — Reuters

‘Now we work all hours, with no days off’

On India’s COVID frontline, female 
health workers push for fair pay

‘Learning pods’: Magic 
words as kids return 
to school in US
LOS ANGELES: As parents across the United
States come to terms with remote learning this fall
because of the coronavirus pandemic, many who
can afford it are opting for so-called “learning
pods” to help their kids-and themselves-get
through the school year. The pods, also known as
“pandemic pods,” are popping up all over the coun-
try and consist of small groupings of children typi-
cally living in the same neighborhood who meet at
each other’s homes to learn together with a tutor or
teacher.

For some students, the pods-held preferably out-
doors or in a home garage-will be full-time and fol-
low the school curriculum. For others, they will sup-
plement virtual learning adopted by many school
districts in states where the rate of Covid-19 infec-
tions remains high. “These learning pods are occur-
ring because many parents realize that their chil-
dren are not doing well with online learning,” said
Pedro Noguera, dean of the University of Southern
California’s School of Education. 

Noguera, whose own eight-year-old daughter is
in a learning pod full-time this fall instead of all-vir-
tual schooling, said although this form of instruction
is by no means ideal and can be quite expensive, it
is a welcome solution for parents as they juggle
childcare and work under COVID-19. For students,

especially younger ones not always able to engage
in online learning, the pods also provide much-
needed socialization and a way to navigate the
stress and uncertainty linked to the pandemic.

‘Sense of normalcy’ 
“This will serve a dual purpose for us,” said

Nicole Friedlander, an employment attorney in the
Los Angeles area, whose two kids aged seven and
12 are in pods that will supplement their online edu-
cation. “One is to help the kids with any additional
academic support that they might need, and then to
have that social aspect of getting together with oth-
er kids... and have a little sense of normalcy with a
little in-person interaction.”

Naomi Leight-Giveon, the founder of PodSkool,

a company in the Los Angeles area that assists par-
ents looking to form pods, said the reaction to the
concept has been overwhelming. “We have had
more than 400 families reach out to us so far, and
we’ve done no marketing,” she told AFP. “And we
have hundreds of teachers we have been vetting
over the past month to match them with families.”
But while experts agree pods can be beneficial for
both parent and child, they also acknowledge they
are mainly accessible to the wealthy.

“What we’re seeing is those with the wealth can
invest in and pay teachers on their own, at good
rates, even higher than the teachers might get work-
ing in schools,” said Noguera, who is paying
$10,000 this semester for his daughter’s pod. “But
what we’re also seeing is that poor children, middle-
class children even, are left to fend for whatever the
schools can provide.” Mira Rocca, who has three
children in three separate pods intended to supple-
ment their online education, said the classes are
costing her about $1,300 a month.”It’s my most
expensive public school semester yet,” she said.

Still, Rocca said the benefits of an in-person
teaching experience for the kids outweigh the cost.
“My kindergartener had his first class today at a
friend’s garage... and he said it was his best day
ever,” she said. “I think that having social interac-
tions with other kids their age is so much more
impactful than what they’re learning academically at
this point.” Experts agree that the pods will help
many children experiencing depression, greater
anxiety and stress as a result of the pandemic and
isolation. But they also warn the pods are likely to
further heighten inequalities and leave many kids by
the wayside. — AFP

Spirit of 2015 a 
distant memory 
in Lesbos
LESBOS: Five years ago the olive grove of Moria on
the Greek island of Lesbos was a sanctuary for asy-
lum seekers. Today it is a jungle, overcrowded,
threatening and all too often in flames. Destroying
an olive tree in Ancient Athens could lead to banish-
ment, now it is the needs of the banished which have
seen constant burning back of the sacred olive trees
to make more space for the ramshackle tents and
makeshift shelters.

Other fires regularly spring up, sometimes lit by
migrants for heating or cooking, sometimes by
angry inhabitants prompting the sirens of the fire-
fighters to mingle with the voice of the muezzin,
leading evening prayers. Moria is home to nearly
13,000 asylum seekers. Five years ago, the largest
camp in Europe was intended to accommodate no
more than 2,770. Asylum seekers disembarking on
the northern coasts of the island, close to the
Turkish shores, were just passing through, register-
ing, before moving their journey on.

Moria was but a stopover on their way to
Northern Europe. Back then, Lesbos was the island

of solidarity, a welcoming refuge where fishermen
came to the aid of drifting boats loaded with
migrants, and grandmothers who bottle-fed migrant
babies were nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.
A year later, Pope Francis arrived with
Bartholomew I, the spiritual leader of the world’s
Orthodox Christians, mixing with the migrants and
holding a mass to bless those who had died trying
to reach Europe. That all now seems a distant mem-
ory. “At first, asylum seekers came and went but
now the borders are closed,” Ilias Pikoulos, who,
with his travel agency, hires buses to transport
refugees, told AFP. 

“The islanders have the impression that they
have been facing this migration crisis on their own
for years. “And this feeling has created division,
even revolt.” In 2015, the island of Lesbos and its
85,000 inhabitants saw more than 450,000 people
pass through in the space of a year.  The EU-Turkey
agreement signed in March 2016 aimed to change
that. Its objective was to stop the flow coming from
the Turkish coasts and send back the Syrians for
whom Turkey was considered a “safe country”. But
the arrivals did not dry up and the Moria camp was
quickly overwhelmed.

Ioanna Savva, from the village of Eressos, birth-
place of the ancient poet Sappho, took part in res-
cuing refugees and “cried” when she saw them. “But
in everyone’s eyes, Lesbos has become the island of
refugees,” she says. — AFP

Sparking fury, US govt 
halts election security 
briefings to Congress
WASHINGTON: The White House has revealed it
is to end in-person briefings to congressional
intelligence committees about foreign election
interference, sparking accusations Saturday that it
was covering up Russian help for President
Donald Trump’s reelection. The move comes two
months ahead of the general election, with Trump
playing down the threat of foreign interference
and accusing Democrats of leaking sensitive infor-
mation. 

“Probably Shifty Schiff, but others also, LEAK
information to the Fake News,” the president
tweeted Saturday, referring to House Intelligence
Committee chairman Adam Schiff. He offered no
evidence for the claim, which he has made several
times during his presidency. “No matter what or
who it is about, including China, these deranged
lowlifes like the Russia, Russia, Russia narrative.
Plays better for them,” he added.

Congress will still have access to classified
written reports, but lawmakers will no longer be
able to question officials from the Office of the
Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) about
what they learn. Democrats in Congress reacted
with fury, describing the move as “shameful” and
accusing Trump of covering up Russian interfer-
ence. “As usual, President Trump is lying and pro-
jecting. Trump fired the last DNI for briefing
Congress on Russian efforts to help his cam-
paign,” Schiff tweeted. “Now he’s ending briefings
altogether. Trump doesn’t want the American peo-
ple to know about Russia’s efforts to aid his re-
election.”

Schiff and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi called in
a separate statement for the administration and
intelligence community to resume the briefings. “If
they are unwilling to, we will consider the full
range of tools available to the House to compel
compliance,” they said. DNI John Ratcliffe wrote
to the top lawmakers from both parties in the
House and Senate intelligence committees explain-
ing the change, in a letter dated August 28, which
was circulated in US media Saturday. — AFP

CALIFORNIA: Seventh graders (from left) Mia
Friedlander, Ella Kingsrud, Taylor Credle, Hannah
Cooper and Bella Rocco follow instructions online by
tutor Robin Lorch from an ipad placed on a ladder in a
home garage in Calabasas, California. — AFP 

LESBOS: Children among refugees and migrants on a rubber boat on their way from Turkey to the Greek
island of Lesbos as they are rescued by Greek coast guards off Mytilene, Lesbos. — AFP 

WEST BENGAL: A health worker examines swab samples for Rapid Antigen Test (RAT) for the Covid-19
coronavirus at a testing centre in Siliguri. — AFP 


