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COVID explosion batters Indonesia 
Jakarta imports oxygen as hospitals buckle under pressure
JAKARTA: Indonesia warned yesterday it was
bracing for a punishing surge in COVID-19 cases
as its daily toll soared to a record 728 deaths and
hospitals crumble under the weight of the coun-
try’s deadliest wave yet. Emergency oxygen sup-
plies for virus patients were being flown in from
neighboring Singapore, while the government said
Southeast Asia’s worst-hit nation could see cases
soar to more than 50,000 a day.

Hospitals in the hard-hit capital Jakarta were
topping 90 percent occupancy and more than a
dozen facilities in Indonesia’s second-biggest city
Surabaya shut out new patients because they
could no longer handle the huge influx. A Surabaya
hospital spokeswoman described jammed ICUs
and exhausted doctors, some infected with
COVID-19.

“The hospital no longer has rooms for patients
who need ventilators. The ICU rooms are also full,”
said the woman who asked not to be identified.
“We’re overwhelmed. Many of our health workers
have collapsed from exhaustion and some are also
infected. We trying to get volunteers to help out.”

Nearly 1,000 Indonesian medical workers have
died of COVID-19, including more than a dozen
who were already fully inoculated, according to
the country’s medical association.

Desperate families are hunting for oxygen
tanks to treat the sick and dying at home.
Thousands of troops and police are scrambling to
enforce new virus curbs to bring down record dai-
ly cases, which soared yesterday to 31,189 new
infections and 728 deaths - as much as seven times
the daily mortality rate less than a month ago. Daily
COVID-19 burials in Jakarta alone are up 10-fold
since May, overwhelming exhausted cemetery
workers scrambling to keep up.

‘Worst case’ 
Yesterday, Jakarta said about 10,000 concen-

trators - devices that generate oxygen - were to
be shipped from nearby Singapore with some
arriving by a Hercules cargo plane earlier. The
government was also in talks with other countries
including China for help, it said. Jakarta has
ordered all the nation’s oxygen supplies to be

directed to hospitals overflowing with virus
patients as the highly infectious Delta variant tears
across Indonesia’s main Java island, home to more
than half of the country’s nearly 270 million people.

“The team is preparing for a scenario of up to
50,000 cases a day, maybe even 60,000 to
70,000 per day at worst,” said senior minister
Luhut Binsar Pandjaitan, tasked with enforcing new
virus rules. “But we hope that won’t happen.”
Offices, mosques, parks, shopping malls and
restaurants have been shuttered across Java under
new curbs that started from the weekend.

But there have been widespread violations.
Authorities in Java’s Semarang city fired water
hoses at shops that have refused to close. Jakarta’s
governor Anies Baswedan yesterday ordered
dozens of offices to be sealed after some employ-
ers ignored work-from-home orders. Surabaya’s
mayor at the weekend ordered that vaccine-rule
violators be forced to tour a local cemetery, while
in locals in Malang dressed as ghosts in the hopes
of scaring rule-breakers in a country where super-
natural beliefs are widespread. —AFP

Migrants welcomed 
in impoverished 
southern Tunisia
MEDENINE, Tunisia: In the front row of a small classroom, three women, all
different nationalities, avidly learn French in southern Tunisia’s stifling sum-
mer heat - grateful for support from an umbrella of charities. Based in the
city of Medenine, it’s a rare locally driven opportunity for migrants to better
themselves and integrate, in a wider North Africa region that is often far
from welcoming.

And despite Tunisia’s own biting economic crisis and the rampant pover-
ty in its under-developed south, local associations have banded together to
offer the less fortunate support. Awa, from Ivory Coast, speaks good
French, but wants to learn to read and write in the language. “I never went
to school,” she said, her baby on her knee. “If you cannot read or write, it is
as if you live in the dark - you cannot do anything.”

Banished by her family for refusing to marry, she travelled to war-torn
Libya in the hope of crossing the Mediterranean to Europe, but was pre-
vented from taking to the sea and detained. “I was pregnant, and due to
give birth,” Awa said, adding that she was told Tunisia “was welcoming
because it is not in a state of war”.

That advice brought her to Medenine, where she attends a day center
run by the Organization for the Support of Migrants, an initiative by eight
Tunisian medical outfits that offers support to mainly female migrants. “I
was welcomed... I am very happy,” Awa added. 

Fellow Ivorian Bintou has discovered an inner confidence thanks to
sewing lessons offered at the day center. “I have already sewn beautiful
dresses - it’s a job that fascinates me,” she said. “It inspires me,” she added,
noting that she’d wanted to be a tailor even before she left her home coun-
try. Like Awa, Bintou arrived in Tunisia in July last year. Both are tempted to
stay, largely because, as Bintou puts it, “it is peaceful,” even if she some-
times suffers street harassment and racism.

‘Feel comfortable’ 
Over the last decade, the number of migrants of sub-Saharan origin

arriving in Tunisia has swelled substantially. They range from foreign work-
ers displaced from Libya - a country mired in chaos since the 2011 fall of
dictator Muammar Gaddafi - to asylum seekers and new immigrants look-
ing for work in Tunisia. In the last six months alone, 1,000 people who
embarked from Libya to Europe have been picked up in Mediterranean
waters by Tunisian vessels and ended up in the country, according to the
International Organization for Migration.

The danger of that crossing was brought into sharp focus again this

weekend, when over 60 migrants disappeared or died as two boats sank in
less than 72 hours off Tunisia. With the country mired in an economic crisis
that leaves it unable to meet the needs of its own citizens, migrants are low
on the list of political priorities. Two reception centers managed by UN
agencies were established in Medenine in 2014 and 2015, but were quickly
overwhelmed.

These limitations prompted the Organization for the Support of
Migrants to form and kick into action. “We felt that things were wrong - we
saw migrants begging in the street,” explained Abdallah Said, a Tunisian of
Chadian origin whose work as a civil servant in Medenine involves collabo-
ration with the umbrella group. The organization advises day center atten-
dees on their options and provides them “with time to think about what
they want to do” next, Said explained. “That’s why they feel comfortable.”

Uphill battle 
The initiative also brings the migrants into contact with Tunisian

women. In the small classroom hosting the French class, Tunisian citizen
Fatma hopes to learn French in order to join her brother in France. The
West African migrants help her develop her skills. “I teach them Arabic
and they teach us French,” she said. The initiative has had some help from
the authorities - Medenine municipality provided a building for it to use
as its headquarters.

But the area is severely economically deprived, suffering an unemploy-
ment rate of nearly 20 percent, and cannot do more, according to municipal
mayor Moncef Ben Yemma. “I don’t even have the funds to build roads,” he
lamented. While there is an inclination to help migrants at the local level,
there is resistance at the national level. Tunisia tolerates irregular migrants,
but it is very difficult for such foreign African nationals to legitimize their
immigration status. And Prime Minister Hichem Mechichi has rejected calls
by the European Union and others to establish reception centers. “Tunisia
will not be a land of asylum”, he declared in May this year. —AFP

Five jailed in 
‘horrific’ German 
child abuse case
MUNSTER, Germany: Four men received lengthy
prison sentences in Germany yesterday for taking part
in the repeated sexual assault of children and filming
the abuse in a case that prompted reform of pedophilia
laws. A regional court in the western city of Muenster
jailed the defendants for between 10 and 14 years fol-
lowed by preventive detention.

The mother of the 28-year-old main defendant was
convicted of aiding and abetting the abuse and sentenced
to five years in prison. Presiding judge Matthias Pheiler
expressed shock at the “horrific events” covered in the
trial, calling the video recordings “deeply disturbing”.
“The proceedings also clearly showed how pedophiles
operate: They trick, they lie, they manipulate those
around” the victims, he said, adding that he was repulsed
to see that the defendants “grinned” and even “laughed
loudly” while evidence against them was presented.

Pheiler said he was relieved none of the victims had
had to testify in the trial. The principal defendant, a
computer technician identified only as Adrian V, was
found to have trapped boys in a garden shed in April
2020 along with several male accomplices, drugged
them and raped them repeatedly over the course of
three days. One of the victims, now 11 years old, was
the son of his girlfriend. Prosecutors presented some
30 hours of video evidence, much of which had been
shared in darknet forums. The other men, aged 31 to 43,
are believed to have met Adrian V online. The chief
defendant’s mother Carina V, who owns the shed, was
found to have been aware of the abuse. The court heard
that she had brought the men breakfast while they took
turns assaulting the children.

Police are still screening evidence uncovered from the
abuse in the shed and have used it to identify suspects
across Germany and abroad. Five men have already been
convicted and sentenced in connection with the case and
investigators have identified 50 suspects, of whom
around 30 are in custody. The current trial began last
November and the sentences were broadly in line with
what prosecutors had demanded. —AFP

SURABAYA: People receive the Sinovac COVID-19 vaccine at a makeshift mass vacci-
nation clinic at a football field in East Java yesterday.  —AFP

MEDENINE: Sub-Saharan migrants gather at a center run by the
Organization for the Support of Migrants in this southern Tunisian city
on June 15, 2021. —AFP


