
India’s overwhelmed
health workers
brace for monsoon
MUMBAI: With hospitals already severely
stretched, coronavirus-hit India is now bracing
for the monsoon and its deadly annual onslaught
of mosquito-borne illnesses, with an over-
whelmed army of public health workers the only
defense. Every year illnesses such as dengue
fever and malaria infect more than half a million
people and kill hundreds in India as the mon-
soon brings much-needed rain but also devas-
tation and disease. With more than three
decades of experience as a doctor in India’s
chronically underfunded public healthcare sys-
tem, Vidya Thakur - medical superintendent at
Mumbai’s Rajawadi Hospital - is used to man-
aging “heavy burdens”. But now, she says,
“COVID-19 has left us helpless... and the mon-
soon will make things even more difficult”.

Every bit of space at the 580-bed state-run
hospital where she works is already devoted to
dealing with the pandemic. Beds crowd corri-
dors, storage rooms function as wards and staff
are overworked. At Mumbai’s massive Lok-
manya Tilak Municipal General Hospital, better
known as Sion, undergraduates have been
drafted into service, medical resident Shariva
Ranadive said. Many experienced doctors and
nurses are staying on the sidelines because they
are vulnerable to the virus due to their age or
pre-existing conditions such as diabetes.
“Everyone is working constantly... we are over-
whelmed,” Thakur told AFP.

And now with the monsoon having arrived in
Mumbai on its months-long journey northwards,
she is readying for the usual rush of seasonal ail-
ments. A particular problem is that many season
illnesses have symptoms that are virtually indis-
tinguishable from coronavirus, such as fever,
breathing difficulties and loss of appetite. This
means more testing, more isolation beds and
more protective equipment will be needed to
ensure that patients are diagnosed correctly and
not exposed to coronavirus too. “We will need
to treat everyone as if they were a COVID-19
patient,” said Thakur. “Every precaution will
have to be taken.”

Delayed efforts, double shifts 
Healthcare workers are not the only ones

battling exhaustion. A months-long lockdown
to prevent the epidemic from spreading left
Mumbai with an acute shortage of sanitation
workers. Thousands of public health workers
who fumigate neighborhoods to kill disease-
carrying mosquitoes had to delay those crucial
efforts for two months to focus on sanitation in-
stead. “Many of our men are doing double
shifts, working 14 hours straight,” said Rajan
Naringrekar, the head of the city’s insecticide
department.

With nearly 60,000 infections, Mumbai ac-
counts for around a fifth of India’s coronavirus
cases. As teams fumigated a slum and cleared
out stagnant water - a potent breeding ground
for mosquitoes - from sagging tarpaulin roofs,
storage bins and bottles, Naringrekar told AFP
many of them were afraid of contracting the
virus. The risks will increase exponentially with
the rains, with workers required to inspect
homes and offices in case of a dengue outbreak.
“We are obviously worried but we have to do
our job and take as many precautions as we
can,” he said, pointing to the gloves and masks
worn by the workers. — AFP 
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BEIJING: The coronavirus situation in China’s capital
is “extremely severe”, a city official warned yesterday,
as 27 new infections were reported from Beijing where
a new cluster has sparked a huge trace-and-test pro-
gram. The COVID-19 resurgence - believed to have
started at the sprawling Xinfadi wholesale food market
in the capital - has sparked alarm as China had largely
brought its outbreak under control through mass
testing and lockdowns imposed earlier in the year.
The new cases took the number of confirmed infec-
tions in Beijing over the past five days to 106, as au-
thorities locked down almost 30 communities in the
city and tested tens of
thousands of people. “The
epidemic situation in the
capital is extremely severe,”
Beijing city spokesman Xu
Hejian warned at a press
conference.

The World Health Or-
ganization had already ex-
pressed concern about the
cluster, pointing to Beijing’s
size and connectivity. Offi-
cials in the capital have said
they will test stall owners and managers at all of the
city’s food markets, restaurants and government can-
teens. Beijing’s coronavirus testing capacity has been
expanded to 90,000 a day, according to China’s of-
ficial news agency Xinhua. Yesterday, the capital’s
transport commission banned taxi- and ride-hailing
services from driving out of the city, Xinhua reported,
in another move to try and contain the new outbreak.

All indoor sports and entertainment venues in Bei-

jing were ordered to shut on Monday, and some other
cities across China warned they would quarantine
those arriving from the capital. The National Health
Commission also reported four new domestic infec-
tions in Hebei province, which surrounds Beijing, and
a case reported in southwestern Sichuan province
was linked to the Beijing cluster. Authorities were also
racing to track people from Beijing who had travelled
to other parts of China, and those who visited the
capital have been encouraged to get tested. Beijing
spokesman Xu said: “High-risk people who have left
Beijing must inform local authorities immediately.”

Market inspections 
Authorities shut down

another market yesterday -
Tiantaohonglian in the cen-
tral Xicheng district - after
one employee there was
diagnosed with COVID-19,
state broadcaster CCTV
reported. Seven residential
estates surrounding that
market were also locked
down. In total, Beijing offi-

cials said yesterday they have disinfected 276 agri-
cultural markets, closed 11 markets, and disinfected
more than 33,000 food and beverage businesses in a
bid to stamp out the new cluster.

Officials had warned Sunday that since May 30,
200,000 people had visited the Xinfadi market - the
original site of the new outbreak. More than 8,000
workers from Xinfadi have been tested and sent to
centralized quarantine facilities. Until this recent out-

break, most of China’s cases in recent months were
nationals returning home as the pandemic spread to
other countries. China’s Center for Disease Control
and Prevention said Monday that the virus strain
found in the Beijing outbreak was a “major epidemic
strain in the European countries”.

While the virus was detected on chopping boards
used to handle imported salmon at Xinfadi, “it does
not clearly or definitely indicate it’s from imported
seafood”, Wu Zunyou, the body’s chief epidemiolo-

gist, said in an interview with state broadcaster
CCTV. “Ever since new cases suddenly emerged in
Beijing, we have tried to figure out the reasons for the
outbreak since there were no COVID-19 cases found
over the past two months,” Wu Zunyou said. “We
came up with several possibilities, and the most likely
one is that the carrier of the novel coronavirus comes
from outside China or other parts of China and
brought it here.”  Yesterday, another eight imported
cases were reported. — AFP 

Bali’s open-air 
burials endure 
despite COVID
TRUNYAN: For centuries Bali’s Trunyanese people
have left their dead to decompose in the open, the bodies
placed in bamboo cages until only the skeletons
remain. It is a ritual they haven’t given up - even as the
COVID-19 pandemic upends burial practices worldwide
with religious leaders in protective gear, cemetary work-
ers in hazmat suits, and mourners banned or unable to
comfort each other because of social-distancing rules.

Across Indonesia funeral workers are now required
to wear protective equipment and bodies are laid to
rest quickly, all in a bid to prevent the spread of the
deadly respiratory disease. But in Bali local officials
claim the novel coronavirus, which has infected at least
eight million and killed more than 430,000 globally, has
yet to reach the remote north east where the Trunyan
live. “The funeral process remains the same but now we
have to wear masks,” explained village head Wayan Ar-
juna. Tourists are temporarily banned from visiting for
fear of them bringing in the disease, he adds. 

“We’re afraid of getting COVID-19,” said Arjuna, but
added there was no suggestion of stopping the open-
air burial process. Unlike many in the rest of Hindu-ma-
jority Bali, the Trunyanese - who fuse animist beliefs
and traditional village customs with their own interpre-
tation of Hinduism - do not bury or cremate their
dead.  Instead they let nature take its course as the
corpses decay in the open, believing it to be a way to
keep a link with the deceased. “This makes us feel con-
nected to our loved ones,” Arjuna said. “Like when my
grandmother died, I felt like she was close”, he added.

Skull Island 
It is a short boat ride to their open-air cemetery

from tiny Trunyan village, overlooked by volcano
Mount Batur and a sprawling Hindu temple carved out

of volcanic rock. There are 11 cages for the corpses -
placed close to a fragrant banyan tree that hides the
putrid smell of death, locals say. In one cage, a recently
deceased woman could almost have been mistaken for
someone sleeping, but her waxy greying complexion
revealed the truth. Nearby, a flesh-less foot poked out
of clothing left on the bodies, while a skeletal jaw lay
agape in another cage. “I used to be a little scared
working here, but it’s been so long now that I’m used
to it,” said veteran guide Wayan Sukarmin, who was
spent 20 years showing people the custom on what
outsiders have dubbed “Skull Island”. 

When AFP visited in February before the World
Health Organization declared a pandemic and travel re-
strictions were put in place, signs warned visitors to
wear appropriate clothing and refrain from using bad
language. Rubber sandals, cigarette packages, tooth-
paste tubes and pots and pans were scattered around
the site, along with baskets filled with coins and crum-
pled money - all left by mourners for dead relatives to
use in the afterlife. “Locals won’t take anything because
it belongs to the dead. That’s our belief,” Sukarmin said.

“I don’t know what the consequences would be if you
took something but I believe in karma,” he added.

Millennia-old custom
If the cages become full then older corpses are

moved to an open ossuary, to make way for new ones.
Then when there is no flesh left, the skulls of the long
dead are placed upon a stone altar, until they too crum-
ble back into nature. Nearby, there is a second ceme-
tery for the unmarried and children, while a third
location is for those who died unnatural deaths like
murder or passed away from acute illness.  The Bali Aga
- or mountain people - who live in these isolated vil-
lages, claim to be descendents of the original Balinese
and the main temple in Trunyan village dates back to
the 10th century according to historical records. The
origin of the custom of open-air burials is subject to
debate. One legend has it that the area’s early inhab-
itants fought over the prized Banyan tree, so to keep
the peace, leaders decided to place the dead there,
believing the smell from the corpses would make the
spot less attractive. — AFP 

BEIJING: People wearing face masks queue for swab tests, for those who are living or visited the Xinfadi
Market, in Beijing yesterday. — AFP 

COVID-19 
resurgence 

triggers alarm

TRUNYAN: Photo shows skulls at a cemetery where Bali’s Trunyanese people hold open-air burials - before restric-
tions were implemented due to the COVID-19 coronavirus - near the village of Trunyan in Bangli Regency. — AFP 

Beijing virus situation ‘extremely 
severe’ as 27 new cases reported

New cluster sparks a huge trace-and-test program

Nepal arrests 3 men 
for quarantine rape
KATHMANDU: Police in Nepal arrested three
men on suspicion of gang raping a woman quar-
antined alone in an empty school, a case that
has added to public anger over unsafe condi-
tions for thousands of migrant workers forced
into confinement over the coronavirus. Nepal
requires those arriving from abroad to spend 14
days in quarantine to prevent the spread of the
disease. But activists say the converted schools
and other buildings used for the purpose are
often unsafe, putting tens of thousands of mi-
grant workers at risk.

Police fired water cannons, charged with ba-
tons and lobbed teargas shells to break up
protests in Kathmandu last week demanding
better quarantine facilities. In the latest case,
police said the 31-year-old woman, a migrant
worker returning home from India’s tech hub of
Bengaluru, was attacked after she was left
alone in the quarantine center in Lamkichuha,
a village 430 km (230 miles) southwest of cap-
ital Kathmandu.

The men forced their way into her room, Su-
perintendent of Police Anup Shumsher JB Rana
said by phone from Kailali district, where the
quarantine center is located. “We have arrested
one health worker and two volunteers looking
after the quarantine (center) after the woman
complained that she was gang raped by them,”
Rana said, adding that police were investigating
the case. The woman, whom police did not name,
was now with her family, Rana added. On Sunday,
about 150 locals protested near the quarantine
center demanding action against the three men.

Reuters was not able to contact the men. A local
police official, Gyanendra Bahadur Pandey, said
they did not have lawyers yet. The government
says it is committed to improving facilities. Nepal
reported 6,211 cases coronavirus and 19 deaths
as of Monday. — Reuters

Armenia’s virus battle
crippled by disinformation
YEREVAN: Marina Khachatryan is not the only person in ex-
Soviet Armenia who believes the coronavirus is a government
conspiracy. But her large following online means her skepticism
has a wide, potentially even dangerous reach. The unemployed
surgeon runs the Facebook page of a local group critical of the
government’s health policies, where thousands of followers are
treated to a regular dose of false claims about the pandemic.

“(The authorities) want to use their own people as experi-
mental animals to test a vaccine,” said Khachatryan, who also
believes the virus was created in a laboratory. The Armenian
government has come under fire for responding too slowly to
the pandemic, which has seen the country’s prime minister in-
fected, quarantine rules ignored and hospitals overwhelmed. But
critics also say authorities are failing to stamp out viral disinfor-
mation like Khachatryan’s posts that fuel the pandemic and un-
dermine lockdown rules. 

“Quarantine didn’t work in Armenia,” virologist Nuneh
Bakunts told AFP, because people believed disinformation online
and didn’t “take the threat seriously.” Claims that the virus is a
global conspiracy led by the US business magnate Bill Gates and
that 5G telecommunication technology is being used to spread
the infection are commonplace in the country. A recent investi-
gation by the UK-based website openDemocracy found that
controversial local news portal Medmedia.am was spreading
“incredibly dangerous” virus disinformation. 

One article described vaccines currently being developed as “bi-
ological weapons” and warned Armenians against participating in
vaccination programs. The post was viewed at least 131,000 times
and had 28,000 Facebook likes - a huge number for a country of
just three million people. Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, who an-
nounced on his birthday on June 1 that he had tested positive for
the virus, has admitted failings in his government’s response to the
crisis. He conceded earlier this month that overwhelmed hospitals
can no longer cope with the number of coronavirus patients and
that people are dying due to a lack of intensive care beds. —  AFP 

KATHMANDU: A protester holds a placard during a
demonstration against the government’s handling
of the fight against the COVID-19 coronavirus, in
Kathmandu. –—AFP 


