
KULDANA, Pakistan: Army rescuers yesterday
cleared routes around a Pakistan hill town sheltering
thousands of tourists after 22 people died in vehicles
trapped by heavy snow. The resort town of Murree,
around 70 kilometres (45 miles) northeast of Islamabad,
was inundated with tourists and daytrippers last week
after unusually heavy snow turned it into a winter won-
derland.

But a blizzard from Friday onwards felled trees and
blocked narrow roads leading in and out of the town,
which clings to steep hills and valleys at an altitude of
2,300 metres (7,500 feet). “It was not snow, and not
even heavy snow, it was unprecedented... with four to
five feet in few hours,” Tariq Ullah, an administrative offi-
cial in nearby Nathia Gali, told AFP yesterday.

“(I) never saw such a huge snowstorm in my life.
There were strong winds, uprooted trees, avalanches.
People around were terrified, each having his or her own
account of suffering.” Officials said nearly 100,000 visi-
tors in thousands of vehicles had thronged the town by
Friday, causing an enormous traffic jam even before the
blizzard.

They said 22 people died in vehicles trapped in the
snow overnight Friday-either from cold, or carbon
monoxide poisoning from exhaust fumes generated by
drivers running engines to keep warm.

‘Going to sleep’ 
They included 10 children-six who died alongside

their mother and father, a senior police officer. “We are
switching on the heater and going to sleep,” Dawn
newspaper quoted assistant inspector Naveed Iqbal as
saying in a final call to his son in the capital.

He was buried late Saturday alongside his family at a
ceremony attended by hundreds of fellow officers.
Yesterday, a steady stream of vehicles and people on
foot were making their way out of hard-hit Kuldana,
close to Murree. Many vehicles were stuck by the side of
the road, bonnets open, waiting for a jump-start after
draining their batteries to run heaters during their ordeal.
Piles of rubbish marked spots where cars had spent the
cold night.

Prime Minister Imran Khan said he was shocked and
upset by the tragedy, but that the unprecedented snow-
fall and rush of people “caught district admin unpre-
pared”. Several Pakistan newspapers, however, excoriat-
ed administrators yesterday, noting the country’s weath-
er bureau warned as early as January 6 of the approach-
ing blizzard.

“All concerned authorities are particularly advised to
remain ‘ALERT’ during the forecast period,” the
National Weather Forecasting Centre said Thursday,
adding “heavy snowfall” could cause road closures in
Murree and elsewhere.

Investigation promised 
Authorities have promised an investigation. “Our first

priority was rescue, which is ongoing, then relief,”
Hasaan Khawar, spokesman for the Punjab provincial
government, said in a video on his Twitter page yester-
day. “Then a high-level inquiry will be launched and if
there is any kind of negligence, then action will be taken
against all those involved.”

The Pakistan military’s public relations department
said they had pulled all survivors from cars trapped

along the route to Murree and taken them to shelters set
up in the town. More than 1,000 abandoned vehicles
along the route were hampering efforts by bulldozers to
clear snow from roads, it said, and in some areas troops
were using shovels.

Leading up to the weekend, Pakistan social media
had been full of pictures and videos of people playing in
the snow around Murree, a picturesque resort town built
by the British in the 19th century as a sanatorium for its
colonial troops.

Authorities warned as early as last weekend that too
many vehicles were trying to enter the town, but even
that failed to discourage hordes of daytrippers from the

capital. Many Pakistanis complained on social media
Sunday that Murree hoteliers and guest-house owners
had compounded the problem by price gouging,
prompting stranded people to spend the night in their
cars rather than pay for a room.

“Things would have been different if local people and
hotels were cooperative, but the reputation and conduct
of the local people of Murree are very bad in this
respect,” a senior government official told AFP on condi-
tion of anonymity. There were also reports, however, of
locals throwing open their homes to stranded tourists
and offering food and blankets to those caught in the
open. — AFP
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Abandoned vehicles along the route hampering efforts by bulldozers to clear snow from roads

MURREE, Pakistan: Workers use heavy machinery to clear a road following a blizzard that started trapping
visitors in vehicles along the roads to the resort hill town of Murree, some 70 Kms northeast of Islamabad
yesterday. — AFP

TIANJIN, China: Residents queue to get a swab sample for COVID-19 coronavirus in Tianjin, in northern China
yesterday. — AFP

Taleban arrest 
Afghan professor 
KABUL: A prominent Afghan university professor who
openly criticised the Taleban’s hardline regime has been
arrested in Kabul, a spokesman for the government said.
Professor Faizullah Jalal has made several appearances
on television talk shows since the previous US-backed
government was ousted in August, blaming the Taleban
for the worsening financial crisis and criticising them for
ruling by force.

Since returning to power, the Taleban have cracked
down on dissent, forcefully dispersing women’s rights
protests and briefly detaining several Afghan journalists.
Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid tweeted that
Jalal had been detained Saturday over statements he
made on social media in which he was “trying to insti-
gate people against the system and was playing with the
dignity of the people”.

“He has been arrested so that others don’t make simi-
lar senseless comments in the name of being a professor
or scholar that harm the dignity of others,” he added.
Mujahid shared screenshots of tweets he claimed had
been posted by Jalal, which said the Taleban intelligence
chief was a stooge of Pakistan, and that the new govern-
ment considers Afghans as “donkeys”.

In one television appearance, Jalal called Taleban
spokesman Mohammad Naeem-who was also partici-
pating-a “calf”, a grave insult in Afghanistan. Clips of his
passionate criticism went viral on social media, sparking
concern he risked Taleban retribution.

Jalal’s wife Massouda, who once stood as
Afghanistan’s first woman candidate for the presidency,
posted on Facebook that her husband had been arrested
by Taleban forces and detained in an unknown location.

“Dr. Jalal has fought and spoken out for justice and
the national interest in all his activities pertaining to
human rights,” she said. A long-time professor of law
and political science at Kabul University, Jalal has long
had a reputation as a critic of Afghanistan’s leaders.

On Twitter, rights group Amnesty International con-
demned the arrest of the lecturer “for exercising his
freedom of expression and criticising the Taleban”, call-
ing for his immediate and unconditional release. The
Taleban have formed an all-male cabinet made up
entirely of members of the group, and almost exclusively
of ethnic Pashtuns.—AFP

COVID tests ordered 
for 14 million in 
China’s Tianjin 
SHANGHAI: The northern Chinese city of Tianjin yes-
terday advised its nearly 14 million people to stay home
while it conducted mass COVID testing after a spate of
recent cases, including two caused by the Omicron vari-
ant, state-controlled media reported.

Tianjin emerged as a new area of concern after more
than 20 COVID cases were reported there in the last few
days, most of them imported from abroad, according to
the National Health Commission. They include at least
two cases of the Omicron variant, as well as 15 infections
among elementary and middle school students, accord-
ing to various state media reports.

The city near the capital Beijing launched its mass
testing early yesterday, advising residents to stay at or
near home to be available for the community-level
nucleic-acid screening. So far, however, no larger lock-
down order was seen.

Chinese authorities have already been struggling with
a larger outbreak centred on the northwestern city of
Xi’an that has sparked questioning of the country’s zero-
tolerance policy of strict lockdowns and immediate mass
testing to curb outbreaks.

China, where the coronavirus was first detected in
2019, has thus far reported only a handful of Omicron
cases. Tianjin residents have been told that until they
obtain a negative test result, they will not receive a
“green” code on smartphone COVID-tracing apps that
nearly all people in China are now required to present
when using public transport and in other situations.

Tianjin is a major port city about 150 kilometres (90
miles) southeast of Beijing. Xi’an, historic home to
China’s famed Terracotta Warriors, was locked down last
month, forcing its 13 million residents indoors. New case
numbers there have slowed in recent days. Officials have
faced complaints from Xi’an residents over chaotic han-
dling of the lockdown, including poor access to food and
daily essentials, and viral cases such as a miscarriage
suffered by an eight-month pregnant woman who was
refused entry to a hospital without a COVID test. China’s
government has touted its initial strict response to
COVID, which has largely brought the pandemic under
control within its borders, as preferrable to sometimes
lax and chaotic measures overseas.—AFP

Colombian dies 
publicly under new 
euthanasia policy 
CALI, Colombia: Victor Escobar decided to die and to
do so publicly, becoming one of the first Latin Americans
to end their life without suffering from a terminal disease,
under a ground-breaking court ruling in Colombia.

Hours before dying on Friday, 60 year old Escobar
celebrated what he called victory in his two-year battle
with a lung ailment that left him unable to breathe on his
own. “Little by little, it becomes everyone’s turn. So I do
not say goodbye but rather, see you soon. And little by
little we will end up with God,” Escobar, who is a prac-
ticing Catholic, said in a video sent to news organiza-
tions. He died in the city of Cali with doctors present, his
lawyer said on Twitter. The last footage of him alive
shows him smiling and surrounded by family. He was
sedated and then given a lethal injection.

Colombia depenalized assisted death in 1997, and in
July 2021 a high court expanded this “right to dignified
death” to those not suffering from a terminal illness. It is
the first Latin American country to take the step and one
of the few in the world, and did so despite being mostly
Roman Catholic. The church categorically opposes
euthanasia and assisted suicide.

“I was already feeling sick. I felt like my lungs did not
obey me,” Escobar told AFP in October as he waged the
final chapter of his legal battle. 

Non terminal
Diabetes and a cardiovascular ailment left him in a

wheel chair and suffering from spasms that wracked his
body. His family backed the idea of euthanasia. In Europe
only Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxemburg and Spain
have legalized euthanasia.

Colombia may have joined that list but access to the
procedure is not always smooth. As of mid-2021 patients

like Escobar-with chronic diseases and a life expectancy
of more than six months-could not undergo euthanasia.

“They were being forced to live in undignified condi-
tions against their will,” said Monica Giraldo of an NGO
called the Foundation for the Right to Dignified Death.
She said that since the court ruling on euthanasia, three
people with non-terminal diseases used it to end their
lives but Escobar is the first to do so with cameras
rolling so the public could witness it. “I want my story to
be known because it creates a path for patients like me,
patients with degenerative conditions, to have an open
door to seek rest,” Escobar said. Escobar has said he got

ill from years of working with exposure to asbestos, an
insulating material now known to cause cancer. 

Permission to die 
In October of last year a panel at the Imbanaco clinic

rejected Escobar’s request for euthanasia, after two
years of earlier petitions that were also rejected. The
committee argued that Escobar was not terminal and
there were still ways to try to alleviate his suffering.

Days earlier in another city, Medellin, 51 year old
Martha Sepulveda, suffering from amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis, also saw her request to die cancelled at the last
minute on grounds that she was not terminal.

Giraldo said hospitals sometimes deny euthanasia
requests over “ideological positions” or scrap them at
the last minute over legal concerns. But Escobar
appealed in court and won. He chose to die on January 7
— a Friday, so it would be easy for relatives to go to his
funeral on the weekend, his lawyer said.

“I suffer from my diseases, and I suffer watching ny
family suffer because of me,” Escobar said in October,
gasping for breath. The courts also granted permission
for Sepulveda to die. Like Escobar she had gone public
with her case.

The government says at least 157 people have chosen
euthanasia since the July 2021 legal change. Giraldo’s
foundation is now working with five people seeking
assisted suicide, two of them with non terminal condi-
tions. Shortly before dying, Escobar said God does not
like to see people suffer. “I do not think God will punish
me for trying to stop suffering,” he said. — AFP

Brazil cliff 
collapse kills 
at least seven 
RIO DE JANEIRO: At least seven people were
killed and three were missing after a cliff collapsed
onto boats carrying tourists on a lake in Brazil,
authorities said Saturday. Rescue teams including
a dive squad and members of the Brazilian Navy
rushed to Furnas Lake in Minas Gerais state,
where panicked tourists had watched helplessly as
a large rock fragment broke off a ravine and
plunged atop three boats.

The latest official toll is “seven dead and three
missing,” Minas Gerais firefighters’ spokesman
Pedro Aihara said on Saturday night. Another 32
were wounded, including nine who had to be hos-
pitalized, authorities said.

Firefighters had initially reported 20 missing,
but “that number was substantially reduced
because a good part of the victims who were
unaccounted for were people who moved by their
own means to hospitals,” Aihara said in a voice
message sent to reporters.

Tourists flock to see the rock walls, caverns and
waterfalls that surround the green waters of Lake
Furnas, formed by the hydroelectric dam of the
same name. Dramatic videos shared on social net-
works caught the exact moment when the cliff fell
on the three boats.

Another video posted on social media shows
the minute before the fall, in which several people
warn that “lots of stones are falling” and yell at the
occupants of the other boats to move away from
the wall. President Jair Bolsonaro retweeted some
of these videos on his account, and reported that
“as soon as the unfortunate disaster occurred, the
Brazilian Navy moved to the site to rescue victims
and transport the injured.” The divers’ search will
be interrupted overnight for safety reasons and
resumed in the morning, but other rescuers con-
tinue to work at the site. —AFP

CALI, VALLE DEL CAUCA: Victor Escobar, 60, a multi-disease patient awaiting euthanasia, meets with his family to
announce the date for his euthanasia procedure in Cali, Colombia. — AFP


