
NEW DELHI: Rasheeda Jaleel lives in fear that she
may not be able to feed her seven children as millions of
Indian families are forced into poverty by a devastating
new coronavirus wave. The 40-year-old, her husband
Abdul Jaleel, 65, and the children already survive on just
one meal a day. “When we are hungry and thirsty, I feel
very helpless and worry, ‘How am I going to survive like
this?’”Jaleel told AFP as she made roti-flatbread-for the
solitary meal in their tiny New Delhi flat. “We manage
with whatever my husband is able to earn. If it’s not
enough, I stay hungry so I can feed my children.”

The coronavirus has killed 160,000 in eight weeks,
overwhelmed hospitals and shut many businesses in
India. Experts warn that another crisis is looming, with
rising levels of hunger among poor Indians already reel-
ing from a first lockdown last year. “It’s a double crisis
that the poor in the country are facing-there is the
health crisis and there is also an income economic cri-
sis,” Anjali Bhardwaj from the Right to Food Campaign
told AFP.

“We have had a huge health crisis unfolding... and
many have had to spend their life savings on trying to
provide medical aid to their families.” About 230 million
Indians fell into poverty-defined as living on less than
375 rupees ($5) per day-in the first year of the pan-
demic, according to a study by Bangalore’s Azim Premji
University.

‘We have no choice’ 
More than 7.3 million jobs were lost in April alone,

according to the Centre for Monitoring the Indian
Economy. That means more pain in a country where 90
percent of the workforce is in the informal sector with
no social safety net, and where millions do not qualify
for emergency government rations. “A lot of people

went into poverty last year, they went into debt, and...
they had to cut back on food consumption,” Associate
Professor Amit Basole, one of the university study’s
authors, told AFP. “So the second wave is coming on top
of a very precarious, stressed situation.”

Abdul Jaleel turned to peddling a rickshaw to feed
his family after his construction work dried up during a
fresh Delhi lockdown. Previously up to 500 rupees ($7)
a day, his income is now as little as 100 rupees. “And on
some days, I don’t make anything,” he said. “As parents,

we will have to make ends meet somehow, whether we
beg, borrow or steal. We have no choice.”

‘Helpless and hungry’ 
In last year’s lockdown, about 100 million people

lost their jobs in India. After restrictions were lifted,
around 15 percent failed to find employment by the end
of 2020 — including 47 percent of female workers, the
Azim Premji University study found. Many who
returned to work had to settle for lower pay, leaving
them more vulnerable when the second wave hit.
Meanwhile an estimated 100 million Indians, including
the Jaleels, have no ration cards to give them access to
government food aid, Bhardwaj said. The Right to Food
organization has been campaigning for emergency
food supplies to be given to the needy, even if they do
not have ration cards. With the pandemic unraveling
years of poverty reduction, experts warn that many
could remain trapped in a vicious cycle of hardship
even after lockdowns are lifted.

“The fear is that we... get locked into a longish-term
depressed economy where there is low aggregate
demand because people’s jobs and incomes are not
coming back. And because they are not coming back,
it... perpetuates its own cycle,” Basole said. Bhupinder
Singh, a micro-financier who has distributed food to the
needy during the two lockdowns, has seen desperation
rise among hundreds of unemployed men sleeping
rough beside a busy Delhi highway. When he arrives
with food packets, a cry of excitement goes up and men
run to the back of his car and form a long queue.
“People are stuck here out of helplessness,” Sunil
Thakur, 50, who lost his job as a hotel waiter during the
lockdown, told AFP. “If they come with food, we get to
eat... If they don’t come, we’ll stay hungry.”—AFP 
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News in brief
Pope to meet Lebanon’s leaders

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis said yesterday he
would invite Lebanon’s Christian leaders to the
Vatican on July 1 to reflect and pray for “peace and
stability” in the stricken Middle Eastern nation.
Lebanon is in the throes of a double economic and
political crisis. It is experiencing its worst financial
downturn since the 1975-1990 civil war, with more
than half the population now living below the pover-
ty line. Meanwhile, bickering political leaders have
yet to agree on a new government to replace the
outgoing cabinet of caretaker prime minister Hassan
Diab who resigned in the wake of last summer’s
deadly port explosion. — AFP

French police hunt for ex-soldier

FRANCE: French police backed by helicopters
hunted yesterday for a heavily armed former soldier
who had allegedly opened fire on officers respond-
ing to a domestic violence dispute in southwestern
France. Some 210 police officers and four helicop-
ters were searching for the man, who has an elec-
tronic tag due to a prior domestic violence convic-
tion, but who was still at large in the woods of the
Dordogne region, authorities said. “The man is
heavily armed and around 30 years old. He is athlet-
ic and moving quickly,” Francine Bourra, the mayor
of Lardin-Saint-Lazare village, told AFP. “We have
been able to locate him in an area of around four to
five kilometers but it’s a wooded area, difficult to
access,” said the mayor. — AFP 

Canada extends AstraZeneca validity  

MONTREAL: Canadian health authorities
announced Saturday they were pushing back the
expiration date on nearly 50,000 doses of
AstraZeneca coronavirus vaccine by one month.
Health Canada said in a statement its approval to
extend the shelf life of two lots of vaccine from May
31 to July 1 was supported by “scientific evidence.”
“This change will ensure that provinces and territo-
ries are able to use up their existing inventory and
provide Canadians access to much needed doses of
the vaccine,” the agency said. A spokesperson for
Health Canada said that as of May 22, there were
about 49,000 doses of AstraZeneca in the country
with an expiration date of May 31. CBC reported
that most were in Ontario province.

Islamist raid in Niger leaves 8 dead 

NIAMEY, Niger: At least four members of the
security forces and four civilians died in a jihadist
raid against the major town in southeast Niger, near
the Nigeria border, local authorities said Saturday.
Machinegun-toting rebels of the Islamic State West
Africa Province (ISWAP), a breakaway group from
Boko Haram, stormed Diffa aboard 15 vehicles, a
statement from the authorities said. The ministry of
defense gave details of the toll later Saturday on
public television. It added that a number of “terror-
ists” had been “neutralized”. The army recovered
rocket launchers, a mortar and a large amount of
ammunition as well as mobile phones, drugs and
syringes, according to an earlier statement. — AFP 

14 Nigerian students freed

KANO, Nigeria: Fourteen students from a univer-
sity in northwestern Nigeria were freed on
Saturday, 40 days after being kidnapped, a local
police spokesman told AFP. Such seizures have
become a frequent way for criminals to collect ran-
soms, with more than 700 abductions since
December. “Fourteen students of Greenfield
University were released by their captors this
evening,” police spokesman Mohammed Jalige told
AFP. “They were dumped outside the city along the
Kaduna-Abuja expressway” in central Nigeria.
Jalige said he did not know if ransoms had been
paid for their release. — AFP 

Hunger stalks India’s poor
in pandemic double blow

AMRITSAR, India: People in need stand in a queue to
collect grocery items during a weekend lockdown
imposed to curb the spread of the COVID-19. — AFP 

COVID killed 160,000 in 8 weeks, overwhelmed hospitals and shut businesses 

WENCHANG, China:  A Long March 7 rocket, carrying Chinaís Tianzhou-2 cargo craft, lifts off from the Wenchang
Space Launch Center in southern Chinaís Hainan province.— AFP 

BAGRAM, AFGHANISTAN: In this file photo a US soldier of a team protection squad of a PRT (Provincial
Reconstruction team) walks along a road under-construction near Bagram, about 60 kms from Kabul. — AFP 

China cargo craft
docks with space
station module
BEIJING: A Chinese cargo spacecraft carrying equip-
ment and supplies successfully docked with the core
module of the country’s future space station yesterday,
state media said. A Long March 7 rocket carrying the
Tianzhou-2 cargo craft-loaded with essentials such as
food, equipment and fuel-blasted off late Saturday from
the Wenchang launch site on the tropical southern island
of Hainan, the Xinhua news agency reported. The dock-
ing with the space station’s Tianhe core module was
completed at 5:01 am Beijing time (2101 GMT Saturday),
the agency said, citing the China Manned Space Agency
(CMSA).

China will need to carry out around 10 missions in
total to complete assembly of the space station-named
Tiangong, meaning “heavenly palace”-in orbit. The sta-
tion is expected to become fully operational in 2022.
Once completed, it is expected to remain in low Earth
orbit for up to 15 years. With the possible retirement of
the International Space Station after 2028, Tiangong
could become the only human outpost in Earth’s orbit.

Now that the cargo craft has docked, China plans to
begin preparations to send three astronauts up to
unpack the goods, which include meals such as shredded

pork with garlic sauce and Kung Pao chicken, the agency
said. “We will transport support materials, necessary
spare parts and equipment first, and then our crew,”
Xinhua quoted CMSA director Hao Chun as saying.

Space aspirations 
Beijing has pumped billions into its space program in

a bid to make up ground on pioneers Russia and the
United States, with ambitious projects in Earth orbit and
the landing of uncrewed craft on the Moon and Mars.
But it was heavily reprimanded by the United States and
many experts for a potentially dangerous breach of
space etiquette for letting a massive rocket segment
free-fall to Earth earlier this month after launching the
Tianhe core module.

Although Chinese authorities have said they are open
to foreign collaboration on their space station, the scope
of that cooperation is as yet unclear. But the European
Space Agency has already sent astronauts to China to
train for work inside Tiangong when it is ready. Earlier
this month, China landed its Zhurong rover on Mars,
becoming only the third nation to successfully land a
craft on the red planet. The rover has begun roaming to
study Martian geology-it is to spend around three
months taking photos and harvesting data from a vast
northern lava plain.

The United States and Russia are the only other
countries to have reached Mars, and only the former has
operated a rover on the surface. The launch of the
Tianzhou-2 was to have taken place just days after the
Mars rover landing, but was postponed for technical
reasons.—AFP 

Emergency declared 
as NZ floods threaten
thousands of homes
CHRISTCHURCH: New Zealand authorities declared
a state of emergency in the province of Canterbury
yesterday, as the region was pounded by heavy rain
that could force thousands of people to abandon their
homes. Acting Emergency Management Minister Kris
Faafoi, who visited the hardest-hit southern parts of
the area, said about 3,000 homes were at risk and the
army had been mobilized to assist with evacuations if
necessary. “The rain is going to stick around until at
least tomorrow. It will be heavy and the authorities will
be watching those river levels tonight,” Faafoi said.

The New Zealand Meteorological Service has issued
a rare “red” warning for the area, with up to 300 millime-
ters (11.8 inches) of rain expected to fall in inland areas. In
coastal Christchurch, the main city in Canterbury, fore-
casters expected about 100 mm to fall, well above the
monthly total average for May. Canterbury Civil Defence
emergency management group controller Neville Reilly
told the New Zealand Herald that the state of emergency
was declared because authorities could not afford to
take chances.—AFP

Nearly 300 rescued
in Indonesia
ferry accident
TERNATE, Indonesia: Search teams are looking for
one missing person after rescuing all other passengers
from a large ferry that caught fire in Indonesia, an offi-
cial said yesterday. The KM Karya Indah was heading
to Sanana, a remote port in the northeast of the
Indonesian archipelago when it was engulfed in flames.
Shortly after departing, the ferry caught fire, forcing
passengers and crew to jump into the sea to save
themselves. There are no reported casualties. “There
were 275 people on board, 274 had been evacuated
safely,” Muhammad Arafah, the head of the local search
and rescue team told Kompas TV yesterday. “One per-
son, a 43-year-old man, is still being searched for.” He
added that at least 35 passengers were children.

Dozens of rescuers are still scouring the area for the
missing person. Images shared by the search and res-
cue agency showed the large ferryboat enveloped in
thick, dark smoke while passengers in life jackets were
rescued by rafts. More than a dozen crew members
have been detained and questioned by the local police
to determine the cause of the fire. Maritime accidents
are common in Indonesia due to poor safety standards.
But passenger ferries are widely used for transport in
the archipelago of some 17,000 islands. —ÅFP

6 dead as Taleban
fired shell hits 
Afghan wedding 
KABUL: A mortar bomb fired by the Taleban struck
a wedding ceremony in a province north of the
Afghan capital, killing at least six people including
women and children, officials said yesterday. The
incident happened late Saturday in Kapisa province
when a shell aimed at an army checkpoint hit a
house where a crowd had gathered for a wedding,
officials said.

“Six civilians were killed and four were wound-
ed when a Taleban terrorist rocket hit a wedding
ceremony in Kapisa province,” defense ministry
spokesman Fawad Aman said on Twitter. The dead
included women and children, said Kapisa gover-

nor’s spokesman Shayeq Shoresh, who also blamed
the Taleban for the attack. He said the insurgents
had aimed the mortar at an army checkpoint but
the round missed the target and hit the wedding
ceremony.

The insurgents denied they had fired the shell and
instead blamed government forces for firing the mor-
tar. Yesterday, the interior ministry further accused
the Taleban of killing nearly 250 civilians and wound-
ing more than 500 in roadside bomb blasts and other
attacks over the past month. The Taleban deny killing
civilians, but roadside bombs planted to target secu-
rity forces often end up doing just that.

On Saturday, at least four people including two
university lecturers were killed and several others
were wounded when a roadside bomb struck their
bus in the Parwan province, north of Kabul. Violence
has soared in recent weeks as government forces and
the Taleban clash in near-daily battles across the
rugged countryside. Even as violence surges, the US
military continues to withdraw its remaining 2,500
troops from Afghanistan. —AFP


