
JOHANNESBURG: The cold hits you
first. Then comes the smell.  Inside a
refrigerated shipping container are 17
plastic-wrapped corpses, each bearing a
yellow label reading “highly contagious.”
The 12-metre (40-foot) steel box has
been installed at Johannesburg morgue
to help it cope with a rising tide of
COVID deaths. The container can store
up to 40 corpses, keeping them at a
constant zero degrees Celsius (32
degrees Fahrenheit). “We have seen an
increase of around 40 percent (in
corpses) across the country,” said
spokesman Marius du Plessis of AVBOB,
a leading funeral and burial service
provider in the country.

South Africa is the continent’s worst-
hit country in the pandemic, with more
than 1.4 million coronavirus cases and
40,800 deaths. It was already struggling
to beat back infections when they
surged to unprecedented levels this
month after scientists detected a new
virus variant widely believed to be more
contagious. To help store the influx of
bodies-and ensure COVID-19 victims
are separated from others-AVBOB has
distributed 22 containers normally used

for transporting goods to its 250 South
African morgues.

Quick turnover 
At a funeral home in the administrative

capital Pretoria, an undertaker ties a third
layer of plastic around a corpse sent that
morning from a coronavirus hospital
ward. Only the feet, arms and head can
be distinguished of the tightly wrapped
bundle lying on a stainless steel table,
surrounded by white-tiled walls. The
body must be buried soon. “COVID bod-
ies can be kept for seven days maxi-
mum,” facility manager Naomi Van der
Heever said.

The surrounding refrigerated rooms
are almost full, with 200 bodies waiting
to be buried or cremated. More than half
succumbed to the virus. “They have to go
quick, it’s protocol,” said Van der Heever.
“With turnover, we have avoided full
capacity.”

Coffins in demand 
Coffin makers are also feeling the

strain. “I can’t take any more orders,”
repeats the secretary of Johannesburg
manufacturer Enzo Wood every time she

answers the phone.   More than 100
workers have been laboring non-stop
since the early morning, spraying saw-
dust across the factory floor. The noise
is deafening as machines turn relentless-
ly for eight hours a day, churning out
dozens of wooden planks. It then takes
only 20 minutes to assemble a coffin.

Vaccine nationalism
South African President Cyril

Ramaphosa yesterday lashed “vaccine
nationalism,” accusing rich countries of
bulk-buying coronavirus vaccines and
hoarding them to the detriment of others.
Addressing the all-virtual 2021 World
Economic Forum (WEF), Ramaphosa
said low- and middle-income countries
were being shouldered aside by wealthi-
er nations able to acquire “up to four
times what their population needs”. “We
are concerned about vaccine national-
ism,” he warned.

“Rich countries in the world are
holding on to these vaccines and we
are saying: release the excess vaccines
that you have ordered and hoarded.”
Ramaphosa’s comments coincides with
growing concerns that bilateral deals

between wealthier governments and
coronavirus vaccine manufacturers
could hike prices and limit supply in
some regions.

The World Health Organization
(WHO) had already warned against
“vaccine nationalism” and “price goug-

ing” last year, before a successful jab
was found. WHO head Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus this month told rich coun-
tries not to “cut the queue” and called on
those which had ordered excess doses
to hand them over to its Covax vaccine-
sharing facility. —AFP
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JOHANNESBURG, Gauteng: A worker builds a wood coffin at the Enzo Wood Designs
manufacturing facility in Johannesburg, South Africa. —AFP 

Ramaphosa blasts vaccine hoarding at Davos forum

South Africa turns to temporary
morgues as COVID deaths soar

Philippines’ Duterte
tells children to stay 
home and watch TV
MANILA:  Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte has reimposed a ban on children aged
10 to 14 leaving home, telling them to watch TV
instead, as the country battles an outbreak of a
new coronavirus strain. Stay-at-home orders
for all children and the elderly have been kept
in place across most of the country since the
start of the pandemic-even as the economy
reopened after crippling lockdowns and
restrictions. “Go back to your homes... and
besides they’re good just with the TV. They can
glue their attention to the TV the whole day,”
said Duterte.

While many parents have flouted the rules,
allowing their children to play in parks or on
the street, the measure has prevented families
visiting shopping malls, which are the centers
of community life and consumer spending.
Classrooms also have remained closed. The
prolonged restriction on movement has been
blamed for hampering the country’s recovery
from its first recession in three decades.  Last
Friday, the government’s coronavirus task force
announced children aged 10 to 14 would be
allowed outside again from February.

But Duterte overturned the decision late
Monday, saying he did not want to risk young-
sters catching the more contagious British strain
of the virus that has so far infected 17 people in
the country, including three children.  “I’m just
afraid because this new strain strikes young chil-
dren,” he said.  Just hours before Duterte spoke,
Trade Secretary Ramon Lopez said Monday
that allowing children outside again would help
spur consumer demand and revive businesses
battered by anti-virus measures. —AFP 

NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar:   Myanmar’s
powerful military yesterday raised the
spectre of staging a coup as it
ramped up demands for an investiga-
tion into alleged voter fraud during
last year’s election, swept by Aung
San Suu Kyi’s ruling party. The
National League for Democracy
(NLD) won November’s poll in a
landslide, but has been much criti-
cized by rights groups for its disen-
franchisement of voters in conflict-
wracked regions. The military-aligned
opposition disputed the results, while
the army has for weeks alleged wide-
spread voter irregularities, claiming to
have found 8.6 million cases of fraud.

Military spokesman Major General
Zaw Min Tun yesterday renewed calls
for the country’s embattled election
commission to provide final voter lists
for cross-checking-a demand that so
far has not been met. “Not resolving

this in line with the law means this is a
political crisis,” he told reporters in
Myanmar’s capital Naypyidaw. Zaw
Min Tun added that military chief Min
Aung Hlaing-arguably Myanmar’s
most powerful individual-has already
pointed out “dishonesty and unfair-
ness” during the election.

When pressed on the possibility of
a coup, the spokesman refused to be
drawn, but did not rule it out. “We do
not say the Tatmadaw will take power.
We do not say it will not as well,” said
the spokesman, using the Burmese
name for the military.

“What we can say is we will follow
current existing laws, including the
constitution.” The polls in November
were the second openly contested
elections since Myanmar emerged in
2011 after nearly 50 years of junta rule.

But the military still holds an out-
sized role in the country’s politics,

retaining control over key ministries
thanks to a junta-scripted constitu-
tion which dictates an uneasy pow-
er-sharing agreement with de facto
leader Suu Kyi. She has not publicly
responded to allegations of voter

fraud but NLD spokesman Myo
Nyunt said yesterday a coup was
not allowed under the current con-
stitution. “We will move forward
peacefully according to the law,” he
told AFP. —AFP 

NAYPYIDAW, Myanmar: Myanmar’s military spokeperson Brigadier-General Zaw Min
Tun speaks during a press briefing at the Defense Service Museum in Naypyidaw
yesterday. —AFP 

Nepali climbers return
home on top of the 
world after K2 triumph
KATHMANDU, Nepal:  Nepali mountaineers who
conquered one of the world’s most treacherous
peaks returned home to a rapturous welcome yes-
terday, with cheering supporters hailing their first-
ever winter summit of K2 as a triumph for their
Himalayan nation. Their ascent in mid-January of
the world’s second-highest mountain-the notori-
ously challenging 8,611-metre (28,251-feet) “savage
mountain” of Pakistan-shone a much-deserved
spotlight on their own climbing prowess.    

A band played patriotic songs as the team
arrived in Kathmandu, while well-wishers held out
flowers and waved national flags. “This is not just
our success-it is for all Nepalis, so that our future
generations can look back and be proud about
achievements of Nepali climbers,” one of the 10
summiteers, Mingma Gyalje Sherpa, told AFP. Kami
Rita Sherpa, who has climbed Everest a record 24
times, said the recognition was long overdue.

“The Western climbers did not set the records
without the help of Sherpas,” he told AFP in
Kathmandu. “All the routes are set by us, the food is
cooked by us, their loads are carried by our broth-
ers-they haven’t done it alone.” To reflect their
immense pride in making the achievement in their
country’s name, the team sang the Nepali anthem,
with their distinctive national flag fluttering in one
of their hands, as they neared K2’s savage summit.

Invisible climbers 
Since the first British teams set their sights on

summiting Everest in the 1920s, Nepali climbers-
mostly from the Sherpa ethnic group-have been by
their side.  But they did not aspire to reach for the
heavens-among Nepal’s poorest communities, they
risked life and limb to help foreign climbers achieve
their life-long ambitions because they needed to
feed their families. Ang Tharkay, who was part of the
successful 1950 French expedition to Annapurna-
the first recorded ascent of a peak above 8,000
meters-refused to be part of the summit team.

For him, being part of the record books was less
important than running the risk of losing his fingers
and toes to frostbite, which would jeopardize his
livelihood. The industry has since grown into a

lucrative sector, attracting hundreds of foreign
climbers each year and bringing in millions of dol-
lars in revenue for the government.

An experienced guide can make up to US$10,000
— many times the country’s average annual income-
for several months of hazardous work. The risks
remain high despite the commercialization of the
sector, with Nepalis hired by foreign climbers mak-
ing up a quarter of deaths on Himalayan mountains,
according to the authoritative Himalayan Database.
In 2014, an avalanche killed 16 Nepalis who were
hauling gear up Everest, triggering an unprecedent-
ed shutdown of the season and demands for better
compensation and benefits.  —AFP

KATHMANDU, Madhyamanchal: Nepali climbers pose for pictures along with officials as they arrived at the
Tribhuvan International airport after becoming the first to summit Pakistan’s K2 Mountain in winter, in Kathmandu
yesterday. — AFP 

‘I feel like I am reborn’: 
Rescued Chinese 
miners speak of relief
BEIJING: Two Chinese miners who were dramati-
cally rescued after being trapped underground for
two weeks described yesterday their joy and relief
at being free. Eleven men out of a group of 22 were
pulled out alive by rescue workers on Sunday after
a January 10 mine blast in east China’s Shandong
province entombed them hundreds of meters
underground.  “I feel like I am reborn,” one of the
miners, surnamed Du, was quoted as saying by state
broadcaster CGTN yesterday, wearing pajamas as
he spoke to reporters from his hospital bed.  “We
had no food to eat for the first nine days,” he added.
“There are no words to describe the feeling (of
being rescued). So relieved.”

Du was part of a group of 11 miners who first
made managed to make contact with rescuers on
January 17 by sending up a note though a long shaft
drilled down into the rock. They were then sent food
and medicine and phones to communicate. “We
knew clearly how hard it was to drill that deep. We
were trapped nearly 600 meters below ground. It
was a daunting task,” another survivor surnamed
Wang told CGTN. “We are so happy.” One of the
first group died last week of head injuries sustained
from the explosion, while a further nine workers
found in a different part of the mine were confirmed
dead on Monday, according to local officials. 

Rescue teams are searching for one further min-
er, who remains unaccounted for. The survivors are
currently all in “stable” condition and receiving hos-
pital treatment, local officials said Monday. “We
comforted each other with encouraging words.
That’s how we pulled through,” said Du from his
hospital bed, adding that some of the group were
“pessimistic, while others were hopeful.” — AFP

Myanmar army raises prospect
of coup after voter-fraud claims

Indonesia passes
one million 
coronavirus cases
JAKARTA: Indonesia passed more than one million
COVID-19 cases yesterday, as the archipelago
launches one of the world’s biggest vaccine drives to
clamp down on a soaring infection rate. The
Southeast Asian nation of nearly 270 million has
recorded 1,012,350 virus cases and almost 29,000
deaths, according to official data. But low testing
rates mean the crisis is believed to be much bigger
than those figures suggest.

Some hospitals are on the brink of collapse as
they are overwhelmed with patients in one of Asia’s
worst-hit nations, public health experts warn. “I think

we hit one million cases of COVID-19 a long time
ago,” said Pandu Riono, a University of Indonesia
epidemiologist. “We are still climbing a mountain and
we don’t even know where the peak is. This is a nev-
er-ending climb.” There are reports of patients being
unable to access intensive care units and isolation
rooms due to high demand-a shortage underscored
by an East Java city’s move to outfit a train carriage
to accommodate the sick.

The virus has killed more than 600 doctors, nurs-
es and other medical workers, many outfitted with
limited protection equipment, according to inde-
pendent researchers. “Hospitals are already collaps-
ing,” Riono said, adding that the government had “no
management, no plan, no priorities, just trial and
error”. Indonesia’s government has been widely criti-
cized for initially downplaying the pandemic and, lat-
er, for lacking a coherent crisis strategy. The country
of some 17,000 islands is now rolling out a huge vac-
cination drive with front-line workers and other high-

risk groups among the first to get the jab, produced
by China’s Sinovac.

Officials had earlier said they would focus on inoc-
ulating the 18-59 year old working population instead
of prioritizing the elderly, like many countries are
doing. But the health ministry later said some 25 mil-
lion seniors would be targeted after doctors and other
front-line workers if testing shows the Sinovac jab is
safe for older people. This month, Indonesian
President Joko Widodo received the country’s first
COVID-19 jab on live television along with his health
minister, several senior officials, as well as business
and religious leaders. Tests in hard-hit Brazil showed
the Sinovac jab was highly effective in staving off
moderate to serious virus cases. But overall, it was
only about 50 percent effective in preventing patients
from contracting the disease. Muslim-majority
Indonesia’s top religious body also approved the vac-
cine as halal-meaning permissible under Islam-in a
move that could help convince wary citizens. —AFP


