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Delhi reopens a crack amid gloomy
economic forecast for India
NEW DELHI — The Indian
capital, which just weeks ago suffered the devastating force of the
coronavirus, with tens of thousands of new infections daily and
funeral pyres that burned day and
night, is taking its first steps back
toward normalcy.
Officials on Monday reopened manufacturing and construction activity, allowing workers in those industries to return to
their jobs after six weeks of staying at home to avoid infection. The
move came after a sharp drop in
new infections, at least by the official numbers, and as hospital
wards emptied and the strain on
medicine and supplies has eased.
Life on the streets of Delhi is
not expected to return to normal
immediately. Schools and most
businesses are still closed. The
Delhi Metro system, which reopened after last year’s nationwide
lockdown, has suspended service
again.
But the city government’s
easing of restrictions will allow
people like Ram Niwas Gupta and
his employees to begin returning
to work — and, more broadly, to
start to repair India’s ailing, pandemic-struck economy. Mr. Gupta, a construction company owner, must replace the migrant workers who fled Delhi when a second
wave of the coronavirus struck in
April, but he was confident that
business would return to normal
soon.
“Immediately we will not be
able to start work, but slowly in
six to 10 days we will be able to
mobilize labor and material and
start the work,” said Mr. Gupta,
who is also the president of the
Builders Association of India in
Delhi.
At least one million people in
Delhi’s construction sector will be
able to return to job sites.
Even a small opening represents a gamble by city officials.
Just 3 percent of India’s 1.4 billion people are fully vaccinated.
Because of limited health infrastructure and public reporting, the
state of the pandemic in rural areas — including some just outside Delhi — is largely unknown.
Experts are already predicting a
third wave while cautioning that
the lull in Delhi may be just a respite, and not the end of the second wave.
Six weeks ago, the number of
new cases in Delhi was soaring,
reaching a peak of 28,395 new recorded infections on April 20.
Nearly one in three coronavirus
tests came back positive. Hospitals, full beyond capacity, turned
away throngs of people seeking
treatment, with some patients
dying just outside the gates. Cremation, the preferred last rite for
Hindus, spilled over into empty
lots, with so many bodies burned
that Delhi’s skies turned an ash
gray.
The nightmare in India’s capital appears to be over, at least for
now, even as cases rise elsewhere
in the country. The city reported
648 new cases on Monday, and
about four-fifths of the intensive
care unit beds were vacant.
Officials in Delhi, and around
India, feel a need to strike a balance between pandemic precautions and economic viability.
On Monday, India released a
new set of numbers that showed
the country’s economy grew by
1.6 percent for the three-month
period ending in March.
But economists say those
numbers, which reflected activity
before the full impact of the ferocious second wave, are likely unsustainable in the near future.
The Ministry of Statistics and
Program Implementation also
forecast that India’s gross domestic product would shrink by at
least 7.3 percent over the financial year that began in April.
Experts point to two main
reasons: India’s prolonged lockdowns and its vaccination rate,
which has fallen to just over a
million doses a day now from

about 4 million last month because
of the country’s limited vaccine
manufacturing capacity.
Though the lockdowns have
helped India slow the surge of infections, economists say restrictions might need to remain in
place at least until about 30 percent of the country’s 1.4 billion
people have received one vaccine
shot.
“We estimate that India will
reach the vaccine threshold by
mid- to late August, and, accordingly, expect restrictions will be
extended into the third quarter,”
Priyanka Kishore, the head of India and Southeast Asia at Oxford
Economics, said in a research briefing last week. “Consequently, we
have lowered our 2021 growth
forecast.”
She added that supply issues
and vaccine hesitancy could prevent the country from reaching the
30 percent threshold by August,
which could result in further economic decline.
One economist said that the
impact of the country’s shrinking

economy would be even more
pronounced in rural areas.
“As things stand now, the
scale, the speed and the spread of
Covid has once again given a push
back to the economy,” said Dr.
Sunil Kumar Sinha, the principal
economist at India Ratings and
Research, a credit ratings agency.
Dr. Sinha added that the country’s
negative growth forecasts for the
financial year were the lowest ever
recorded.
The lockdown that began easing on Monday was nowhere near
as severe as the nationwide lockdown imposed by India’s prime
minister, Narendra Modi, last
year, which pushed millions of
people out of cities and into rural
areas, often on foot because rail
and other transportation had been
suspended. Mr. Modi resisted
calls by many epidemiologists,
including Dr. Anthony Fauci, the
director of the U.S. National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases, to reinstitute similar
curbs this year.
But in a nod to the chaos of

last year’s lockdown, throughout
the second wave, core infrastructure projects across the country,
which employ millions of domestic migrant workers, were exempted from restrictions. More than
15,000 miles of Indian highway
projects, along with rail and city
Metro improvements, continued.
Most private construction
sites, however, were closed down,
placing workers like Ashok Kumar, a 36-year-old carpenter, in
extremely precarious positions.
Mr. Kumar usually earns 700
rupees, about $10, per day, but
has sat at home idly for the last
40 days, unable to pay rent to an
increasingly impatient landlord.
He hoped to be vaccinated before
returning to close quarters with
other workers, but hasn’t been
able to secure a dose at one of the
city’s public dispensaries, which
have closed intermittently because
of vaccine shortages.
“My first priority is my
stomach,” Mr. Kumar said. “If
my stomach is not filled I will die
even before corona.” Nytimes

Pakistan considers Kyrgyzstan
stimulus package to detains exprime
Support economy
Pakistan’s finance ministry is considering a stimulus package to
support the economy, according to people familiar with the matter.
Newly-appointed finance minister Shaukat Tarin is leading the
initiative, which can be monetary, fiscal or both, said the people,
asking not to be identified as the discussions are private. The talks are
initial and nothing has been decided, the people said. No formal proposal exists, Tarin said in response to questions.
The South Asian nation is expected to expand 3.9% in the year
ending June from a rare contraction in the previous period. Still, the
government is wary of a fresh wave of the coronavirus pandemic
derailing its projection. At the same time, the government is looking to
renegotiate some terms of a bailout package with the International
Monetary Fund, including raising power tariffs and some taxes, finance minister Tarin said in an interview last month.
The stimulus options include incentives in collaboration with the
central bank or packages targeted at the poor, said one of the people.
Pakistan has already disbursed 203 billion rupees ($1.3 billion) in
cash handouts to the poorest segment of society, while the central
bank introduced multiple support packages.
Tarin was appointed in April just as Pakistan started to face a
third wave of coronavirus cases, prompting authorities to order a
week-long shutdown followed by another in the commercial capital
Karachi.

minister in
mine
corruption
case

MOSCOW: Kyrgyzstan’s security services have detained a
former prime minister in connection with an investigation of corruption involving the huge gold
mine that is the country’s largest
taxpayer.
A statement from the State
Committee for National Security
didn’t give details of the potential
charges against Omurbek Babanov, who was prime minister in
2011-12.
Kyrgyz media reported that
Asylbek Jeenbekov, a brother of
the former president, also was
detained Monday in the case.
The investigation centers on
the Kumtor gold mine, which has
long been a controversial operation in Kyrgyzstan because of alleged environmental violations and
strong sentiment that the government should nationalize it.
In early May, the parliament
passed a law allowing the state to
take control of the mine for three
months from its Canada-based
operator Centerra and a court levied a $3 billion fine for environmental claims.
The mine accounts for more
than 12% of the former Soviet
Central Asian country’s economy,
according to Centerra. AP
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Trans-Afghan railway line project
to benefit central Asian region

KABUL: The Trans-Afghan
Railway Line Project, agreed between Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and
Afghanistan earlier this year,
would transform the geo-economic dynamics of the entire Central
Asian region.
The project would be the first
step in linking the Central Asian
transport network with Pakistani
seaports of Gwadar, Karachi, and
Bin Qasim, the Chairman Senate
Muhammad Sadiq Sanjrani said
while talking to the Speaker of the
legislative Assembly of Oily Majlis of the Republic of Uzbekistan,
Nurdinjan Ismailov, who called on
him here at Parliament House, on
Monday.
During the meeting, wide-ranging talks were held. The two dignitaries exchanged views on bilateral, regional, and international issues.
They also reviewed the entire
spectrum of bilateral relations
with a particular focus on politi-

cal, trade, security and defense,
educational, and cultural domains.
While talking to the speaker
of the Oily majlis, the Chairman
Senate underlined that Pakistan
and Uzbekistan had long cherished cordial bilateral relations in
promoting all-round cooperation
in different areas including trade,
commerce, and culture.
Referring to historic, cultural,
and commercial ties, Sanjrani remarked that Pakistan and Uzbekistan were natural partners in promoting regional prosperity and
stability.
“Pakistan highly values its
fraternal relationship with
Uzbekistan. Both the countries
have strong historical, religious
and cultural linkage”, stated Sadiq
Sanjrani.
The Chairman senate welcomed the Uzbek parliamentary
delegation to attend the second
General Conference of the Parliamentary Assembly of Economic

Cooperation Organisation (PAECO), hosted by the National Assembly of Pakistan, to be held
from 1st June-4th June in Islamabad.
Sadiq Sanjrani underlined the
importance of enhancing political
and diplomatic linkages and taking steps to deepen mutual collaboration in the fields of education, culture, trade, economy, defense, and tourism. “Uzbekistan
is an important country in Central Asia.
Further enhancement of economic cooperation would provide
an opportunity for the people and
investors of the two countries to
come closer”, he further added.
While exchanging views on
the Coronavirus situation, the
Chairman said that effective strategies and security measures need
to be taken to contain the epidemic at the earliest, so life roll back
to normality.
The Kabul Times

Sri Lanka faces disaster as burning
ship spills chemicals on beaches
Sri Lanka is facing the worst
environmental disaster in its history after a cargo ship carrying
chemicals caught fire off its coast,
spilling microplastics across the
country’s pristine beaches and killing marine life.
The fire on MV X-Press
Pearl, a Singapore-registered ship,
broke out on 20 May and has been
burning ever since. The Sri Lankan navy and Indian coastguard
have been trying to reduce the
flames for more than 10 days.
The 25-person crew was evacuated but the firefighting operation has been complicated by
monsoon winds and the highly
flammable and poisonous cargo.
The ship was carrying 25
tonnes of nitric acid, sodium hydroxide and other dangerous chemicals as well as 28 containers of
raw materials used to make plastic bags. It also had more than 300
tonnes of fuel in its tanks.

Though officials said the
worst of the fire had been extinguished, explosions continued to
be heard and thick smoke and small
flames could be seen from the vessel over the weekend, which is anchored nine miles off the capital,
Colombo.
It is feared the chemical spill
has already caused untold damage
to Sri Lanka’s coastline, including
the popular tourist resorts of Negombo and Kalutara, with beaches thickly coated in microplastics
and an oil slick visible in the surrounding ocean.
The plastic pellets used to
make plastic bags can be fatal to
marine life and dead sea turtles,
fish and birds have already begun
washing up on beaches.
Local people have been told
not to touch any of the debris as
it could be highly toxic and fishing has been banned within a 50mile radius of the scene.

“With the available information so far, this can be described
as the worst disaster in my lifetime,” said Dharshani Lahandapura, the chair of the Marine Environment Protection Authority.
The MEPA said the chemicals
had leaked into the sea and contaminated the water, probably
causing ecological damage to coral
reefs, lagoons and mangroves that
could take decades to repair.
Thousands of navy personnel in protective gear have been
deployed on a cleanup operation
to remove the thick layer of plastic pollution and chemical waste
that has begun coating the shores,
with bulldozers used to move the
waste. The government has promised an investigation into the disaster and a special police team
has been assembled to question
the captain and crew. Authorities
believe the disaster was caused by
a nitric acid leak.

