
SEOUL: North Korea announced 21 new “fever”
deaths Saturday and said more than half a million peo-
ple had been sickened nationwide, two days after con-
firming its first cases of COVID-19. Despite activating
its “maximum emergency quarantine system” to slow
the spread of disease through its unvaccinated popu-
lation, North Korea is now reporting tens of thousands
of new cases daily. On Friday alone, “over 174,440 per-
sons had fever, at least 81,430 were fully recovered
and 21 died in the country”, the official Korean Central
News Agency reported.

North Korea confirmed that the highly contagious
Omicron variant had been detected in the capital
Pyongyang, with leader Kim Jong Un ordering nation-
wide lockdowns. It was the North’s first official admis-
sion of COVID cases and marked the failure of a two-
year coronavirus blockade maintained at great eco-
nomic cost since the start of the pandemic. From late
April to May 13, more than 524,440 people have fallen
sick with fever, KCNA said, with 27 deaths in total.

The report did not specify whether the new cases
and deaths had tested positive for COVID-19, but
experts say the country will be struggling to test and
diagnose on this scale. North Korea has said only that
one of the first six deaths it announced Friday had test-
ed positive for COVID-19. “It’s not a stretch to consider

these ‘fever’ cases to all be COVID-19, given the
North’s lack of testing capacity,” said Cheong Seong-
chang of the Sejong Institute. “The actual number of
COVID cases could be higher than the fever figures
due to many asymptomatic cases,” he said, adding that
the pace of infection was growing “very fast”.

‘Great upheaval’ 
Kim said the outbreak was causing “great

upheaval” in North Korea, as he oversaw a second
Politburo meeting in three days to discuss the situa-
tion. Kim is putting himself “front and centre” of the
country’s COVID response, said Leif-Eric Easley, a
professor at Ewha University in Seoul. “The language
he’s used suggests the situation in North Korea is
going to get worse before it gets better,” he told AFP.

“Engagers see this rhetoric preparing the way for
international assistance, but Kim may be rallying a
population on the verge of further sacrifice,” he added.
The meeting of the nation’s top officials discussed
medicine distribution and other ways of “minimizing
the losses in human lives”, KCNA said. North Korea
has a crumbling health system-one of the worst in the
world-and no COVID vaccines, antiviral treatment
drugs or mass testing capacity, experts say.

But the country will “actively learn” from China’s
pandemic management strategy, Kim said, according
to KCNA. China, the world’s only major economy to
still maintain a zero-COVID policy, is battling multiple
Omicron outbreaks-with some major cities, including
financial hub Shanghai, under stay-at-home orders.
North Korea has previously turned down offers of
COVID vaccines from China and the World Health
Organization’s Covax scheme, but both Beijing and
Seoul issued fresh offers of aid and vaccines this week.

Kim’s comments indicate North Korea “will try get-

ting supplies from China”, said Yang Moo-jin, a pro-
fessor at the University of North Korean Studies. It
also looks likely Pyongyang “will adopt a Chinese-
style anti-virus response of regional lockdowns”, Yang
added. So far, Kim said Saturday, North Korea’s out-
break was not “an uncontrollable spread among
regions” but transmission within areas that had been
locked down, KCNA said.

Nuclear activity 
Despite its COVID outbreak, new satellite imagery

indicates that North Korea has resumed construction
at a long-dormant nuclear reactor. “I can’t tell you
when the reactor will be ready to go, but it is about

10x larger than the existing reactor at Yongbyon,”
Jeffrey Lewis of the Middlebury Institute of
International Studies wrote in a Twitter thread
Saturday.

It would produce 10 times more plutonium for
nuclear weapons, he said, adding: “This would make
good on Kim’s pledge to increase the number of
nuclear weapons.” The United States and South Korea
have warned that Kim is preparing to conduct another
nuclear test-which would be the regime’s seventh-and
that it could come any day now. Analysts have warned
Kim could speed up his nuclear test plans in a bid to
“distract” North Korea’s population from a disastrous
COVID-19 outbreak.— AFP
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Korea council to check the operational status of the maximum emergency measurement to prevent the spread of COVID-19
coronavirus infection. —  AFP

Muslim refugees 
in Athens seek 
own cemetery
ATHENS: Standing by the tiny grave of his five-year-
old son in the Orthodox Christian cemetery of Schisto
on the outskirts of Athens, Esfandiyar Fagkiri says he
feels a “dual pain”. Not only has he lost one of his five
children, but the Afghan family cannot mourn him
according to Muslim religious ritual because the
cemetery is Christian.

Hasibollah Fagkiri was hit and fatally injured by a
truck in January 2021 while playing with other children
near the entrance to the Malakassa migrant camp,
north of Athens, where he had been living with his fam-
ily since September 2020. NGOs and local authorities
blamed the accident on the camp’s poor safety condi-
tions and said it should be shut down. After burying
their son, the Fagkiris were shocked to be told that his
body must be exhumed after three years-in 2024.

This is standard procedure in Greek cemeteries due
to a chronic lack of space-especially in the greater
Athens area where more than a third of the country’s
population of over 10 million live. But for Hasibollah’s
grieving family, it is unthinkable. Islam does not allow
exhumation or cremation and in the Muslim religion,
the body remains buried forever, Fagkiri pointed out.
But for people without a paid family grave, “exhuma-
tion after three years is mandatory,” insisted
Dimosthenis Stamatatos, head of an association of
municipalities near the cemetery of Schisto.

Growing numbers 
The remains of the dead are often kept in a special

annex of the cemetery church. Greece is a predomi-
nantly Orthodox Christian country, and Muslim ceme-
teries can only be found in Thrace, a region in the
northeast of the country near the Greek-Turkish bor-
der, 750 kilometers from Athens. The area is home to a
centuries-old Muslim minority, a legacy of the
Ottoman Empire’s presence in the area.

In Athens, the number of Muslims used to be negli-
gible, but this has changed in the wake of the 2015
refugee crisis. There are now about half-a-million
Muslims in the Greek capital after successive migra-
tion waves and the arrival of thousands of families
from the Middle East, North Africa and the Indian sub-
continent fleeing war and poverty. Thrace is too far
away for most families to bury their dead there, and
the cost of transferring the bodies is prohibitive.

“Given the high cost of transferring the dead to
Thrace, the number of burials of Muslims in Orthodox
cemeteries in Athens has increased in recent years,”
Rezai Mohtar, president of the Afghan community, told
a press conference last week. The COVID-19 pandem-
ic has made things even harder for grieving families, he
said. According to Javed Aslam, a leading member of
the Pakistani community in Greece, Muslim migrant
communities have long been calling for a cemetery in
Athens.—AFP

ATHENS: Esfandiyar Fagkiri, 38, sits next to the grave of his
son Hasibollah, who was accidentally killed last year at the
age of 5 by a truck in a Greek migrant camp, at the
Orthodox cemetery of Schisto, on the western outskirts of
Athens. — AFP

NEW†DELHI: National Disaster Response Force members
and firefighters inspect a commercial building a day after a
fire broke out in New Delhi on May 14, 2022. —  AFP

27 killed in fire 
in India capital
NEW DELHI: At least 27 people died and dozens
more were injured in a massive fire in a building in the
Indian capital New Delhi on Friday, emergency servic-
es said. The large fire broke out at a four-storey com-
mercial building in west Delhi in the late afternoon, but
its cause was not immediately clear.

“Twenty-seven charred bodies were recovered
from the building and almost two dozen injured are
undergoing treatment,” Satpal Bharadwaj, who was in
charge of operations for the Delhi Fire Service at the
scene, told AFP. Bharadwaj said there were about 70
people in the building when the blaze erupted. “There
was no fire exit and most of the people died due to
asphyxiation,” he said, adding that more would be
known after autopsies could be conducted.

The official said “almost two dozen” were injured
and undergoing treatment, but earlier, deputy chief fire
officer Sunil Choudhary told AFP that the number of
injured stood at “more than 25 people”. Choudhary
added that some had jumped from the burning build-
ing. Broadcaster NDTV, meanwhile, reported that
more than 40 people had sustained burns and were
hospitalized. While Bharadwaj said the cause was still
not known, he did say the building was used for
“offices and storage for paper packing material.”

NDTV quoted police official Sameer Sharma as
saying the building housed the office of a security
camera and router manufacturing company. Several
officials said they believed the death toll could rise.
More than 30 fire trucks were at the scene, along with
ambulances. Amit Mahajan, whose cousin and nephew
were missing after the fire, told AFP they had been at
the building to “train workers”. “I have visited all the
nearby hospitals but there is no trace of them. We are
not sure about their safety or whereabouts,” he said.

‘Tragic’ 
Fires are common in India due to poor building

practices, overcrowding and a lack of adherence to
safety regulations. A police officer told AFP on condi-
tion of anonymity that one of the office owners has
been detained for questioning. The officer was unable
to explain the reasons for his detention but said that
more arrests could follow. The Indian capital of 20 mil-
lion people is currently suffering through a heatwave,
with temperatures of up to 46 Celsius (115 Fahrenheit)
recorded in some places. Last month, the heatwave
caused a huge trash dump to catch fire. 

It burned for days, adding to the megacity’s deadly
air pollution. Prime Minister Narendra Modi offered
his condolences to loved ones of the fire victims via
Twitter. “Extremely saddened by the loss of lives due
to a tragic fire in Delhi. My thoughts are with the
bereaved families. I wish the injured a speedy recov-
ery,” Modi said. —AFP

Somalia holds 
long-delayed 
election
MOGADISHU: Somalia will hold a long-awaited presi-
dential election on Sunday, ending months of delays,
with the new leader set to confront huge challenges
including a grinding Islamist insurgency and a punishing
drought that has sparked famine fears. The troubled

Horn of Africa nation has been grappling with a political
crisis since February 2021, when President Mohamed
Abdullahi Mohamed’s term ended without a new vote.

The 39 candidates include the incumbent, better
known as Farmajo, as well as past presidents Sharif
Sheikh Ahmed and Hassan Sheikh Mohamud and for-
mer prime minister Hassan Ali Kheyre. Puntland state
president Said Abdullahi Dani and former foreign min-
ister Fawzia Yusuf Adan-the lone female contender-are
also among the record number of candidates vying for
the top job. All have vowed to tackle Somalia’s myriad
problems and bring relief to citizens weary of violence
by Al-Shabaab jihadists, surging inflation and a wors-
ening drought. —AFP


