6 | The Baily Star

‘Our world has reached

agonising milestone’
Says UN chief as global Covid deaths top 1m

AGENCIES

The global coronavirus death toll rose past a million, a grim statistic in
a pandemic that has devastated the global economy, overloaded health
systems and changed the way people live.

The number of deaths from the novel coronavirus this year is now double
the number of people who die annually from malaria - and the death rate
has increased in recent weeks as infections surge in several countries.

“Our world has reached an agonizing milestone,” UN Secretary-General

Antonio Guterres said in a statement.

“It's a mind-numbing figure. Yet we must never lose sight of each and
every individual life. They were fathers and mothers, wives and husbands,
brothers and sisters, friends and colleagues.”

It took just three months for Covid-19 deaths to double from half a
million, an accelerating rate of fatalities since the first death was recorded in

China in early January.

More than 5,400 people are dying around the world every 24
hours, according to Reuters calculations based on September averages,
overwhelming funeral businesses and cemeteries.

That equates to about 226 people an hour, or one person every 16
seconds. In the time it takes to watch a 90-minute soccer match, 340 people

die on average.

“So many people have lost so many people and haven't had the chance to
say goodbye,” World Health Organization (WHO) spokeswoman Margaret

Harris told a UN briefing in Geneva.

“..Many, many of the people who died died alone in medical
circumstances where it’s a terribly difficult and lonely death.”
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University of Hong Kong’s students put up posters on Lennon Walls in campus to promote the upcoming pro-
democracy protest and demand the release of 12 Hong Kong activists detained in the Chinese mainland after
attempting to flee to Taiwan, in Hong Kong yesterday.

——— EEITE.

Britain, EU launch intense

negotiation on Brexit
British and EU negotiators yesterday
launched their last week of intense
negotiations as the UK parliament is set to
approve legislation that would violate terms
of the divorce treaty. Negotiation teams met in
Brussels with Britain seeking to make tangible
progress ahead of a crunch summit on October
16, where EU leaders will decide whether it's
still worth pursuing a trade deal with London.
Officials will tussle over the thorny issues that
have deadlocked talks since March, including
rules for paying state subsidies to private
companies and distribution of fishing rights.
The deal is intended to give Britain wide access
to the European market, quell EU worries that
post-Brexit UK will undermine bloc standards,
and set limits on state aid.

India gang rape victim’s

death sparks outrage
A Dalit teenager allegedly raped by four
upper-caste men died of her injuries yesterday,
sparking outrage from Indian activists,
politicians and Bollywood stars. India’s 200
million low-caste “untouchable” Dalits have
long faced discrimination and abuse and
campaigners say attacks have increased during

Heavy losses as fighting rages

Germany, Russia urge ‘immediate ceasefire’; UNSC set to meet

ARMENIA AZERBAIJAN ROW

AFP, YEREVAN

Azerbaijani and Armenian forces
claimed to have inflicted heavy losses
as fighting raged for a third day
yesterday over Azerbaijan’s breakaway
region of Nagorny Karabakh.

Renewed US «calls echoed by
Germany and Russia for a halt to the
fierce clashes that erupted Sunday
went unheeded by the ex-Soviet rivals
that have been locked for decades in a
territorial dispute.

The UN Security Council was
scheduled to meet yesterday for
emergency talks on the military
escalation over the ethnic Armenian
region, where the intense fighting has
caused nearly 100 confirmed deaths.

Both sides said fighting was
continuing yesterday, despite urgent
international pleas for a ceasefire.

In bellicose televised remarks,
Azerbaijan’s President Ilham Aliyev
vowed to continue fighting.

“If the international community
is not capable of stopping Armenia’s
reckless dictator, then Azerbaijan will
do it,” he declared.

The Armenian defence ministry said
separatists in Karabakh had repelled
Azerbaijani attacks along the frontline
and that “the enemy suffered serious
losses in manpower”.

It said Azerbaijan’s military had
suffered major losses since the clashes
erupted, with nearly 50 drones and

six helicopters downed, and 80 tanks

destroyed.

While accusing Azerbaijan of
escalating the conflict, Armenia
threatened to wuse longer-range
weapons with greater destructive
power.

In Baku, officials dismissed claims
by the separatists that Armenian-
backed troops had regained control of
territory they lost in Sunday’s fighting.

Azerbaijan said its military had
repelled an Armenian counterattack
and destroyed an Armenian motorised
column and an artillery unit and, later,
an entire motorised infantry regiment.

Its forces “continued an offensive
on the city of Fizuli,” in the Karabakh
region, “destroying four enemy tanks
and an armoured vehicle and killing
10 troops,” the defence ministry said.

“The enemy... asked for help to
evacuate corpses and wounded troops”
from the battlefield.
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Turkey ‘indicts six more

Saudis’: report

ALJAZEERA ONLINE

the coronavirus pandemic. The 19-year-old
woman was brutally assaulted in the northern

Turkish prosecutors have filed a second indictment against six Saudi
suspects over the 2018 killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the
kingdom's consulate in Istanbul, according to Turkey's state news agency.

Anadolu news agency said on Monday night that two of the suspects
were facing charges carrying aggravated life jail sentences. The charges
against the other four carry sentences of up to five years in jail.

According to the indictment, the two were consulate staff members
and were part of the team that left Turkey after carrying out the murder
of the Saudi journalist, Anadolu reported. The other four suspects are
reportedly accused of tampering with evidence by going to the crime scene

immediately after the murder. They are also not in Turkey.

Khashoggi, a Washington Post contributor and critic of Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS), was last seen at the Saudi consulate
in Istanbul on October 2, 2018, where he had gone to obtain documents

for his impending wedding to Turkish fiancee Hatice Cengiz.

The 59-year-old’s body was reportedly dismembered and removed from

the building and his remains have not been found.

In a separate case launched in July, an Istanbul court began to try in
absentia 20 other Saudis over the murder, including two former aides

to MBS.

state of Uttar Pradesh on September 14. The
four accused have been arrested.

Sushant Singh case: AlIMS

panel rules out poisoning
There was “no poisoning” involved in
Sushant Singh Rajput’s death, a team of doctors
from Delhi’s AlIMS has reportedly said in its
report to the (B. Poisoning was a theory raised
by the actor’s family and others who have been
contesting the Mumbai police assessment that
the popular star died by suicide. The 34-year-
old movie star was found dead on June 14 in
his Mumbai apartment. Though the Mumbai
police, based on the autopsy, called it a suicide,
wild speculation and campaigns of justice on social
media and allegations from Sushant Singh Rajput’s
family raised doubts that became a part of an
overall (Bl investigation.

SOURCE: AFP, NDTV

Sri Lanka to ban

cattle slaughter
AFP, CoLoMBO

The slaughter of cattle will
soon be banned in Sri

Lanka, the government said
yesterday, in a move widely
viewed as a concession to
increasingly influential
Buddhists in the ruling
party.

The government said
it would push through
the ban after finalising a
scheme to care for cattle too
old to plough fields.

In neighbouring India,
restrictions on cow slaughter

The provincial government in Pakistan’s
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa
purchase the ancestral houses of legendary
Bollywood actors Raj Kapoor and Dilip
Kumar to conserve the historic buildings
which are in dilapidated condition and
facing demolition threat.

The Department of Archaeology in
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province has decided
to allocate sufficient funds for purchasing the
two buildings, which have been declared as

has decided to

Pak to buy ancestral homes
of Raj Kapoor, Dilip Kumar

NDTV ONLINE buildings, where the two greats of Indian
cinema were born and raised in their early
days before the partition, said Dr Abdus
Samad Khan, the head of department of
archaeology.

Raj Kapoor's ancestral home, known as
Kapoor Haveli, is situated in the fabled Qissa
Khwani Bazar. It was built between 1918 and
1922 by the legendary actor’s grandfather
Dewan Basheswarnath Kapoor. Raj Kapoor
and his uncle Trilok Kapoor were born in
the building. It has been declared national

heritage by the provincial government.

imposed by the Hindu-
nationalist government led

the national heritage and lie in the heart of
Peshawar city, an official said.

Veteran actor Dilip Kumar's over 100-year-
old ancestral house is also located in the

to an increase in old cows
wandering the streets and
creating a traffic nuisance.

An official letter has been sent to the
Deputy Commissioner of Peshawar to
determine the cost of both the historic

same locality. The house is in shambles and
was declared as national heritage in 2014 by
the then Nawaz Sharif government.

What's the point?
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converting the existing single line for
better upgradation of the corridor,
which is a part of Trans-Asia Railway
Network.

Some railways officials also asked
why the government would convert
the existing track when it was possible
to construct a new dual gauge line with
some extra money added to the project
cost.

In July this year, the PMO raised
questions about turning the metre
gauge track into dual gauge instead
of double line. It wanted to know the
reason for the high cost per kilometre
for the conversion work.

As a result, the physical work could
not be started though it was supposed
to be implemented between April 2019
and June 2025. Even no project director
has yet been assigned.

“Although four projects will be
discussed in the meeting [today], the
main issue would be the Akhaura-
Sylhet rail line project. And the main
focus can be the huge cost of this
project,” a railway official, who is very
much aware of the developments, told
this correspondent.

Railway Director General Md
Shamsuzzaman told The Daily Star
yesterday, “Questions have been raised
over the negotiated value for the project.

“Besides, there is a demand for
constructing a double line. Discussion
will be held on the matter [at the
meeting]. We will move forward
following whatever instruction the
PMO gives.”

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?
Akhaura-Sylhet section of railway
-- which links the capital with Sylhet
divisional headquarters -- is an
important route for economy, tourism
and internal and external connectivity.
Akhaura-Kulaura-Shahbazpur section
is a sub-route of Trans Asian Railway
Network.

The project titled “Conversion of
metre gauge rail into dual gauge in
Akhaura-Sylhet Section of Bangladesh
Railway” aims to convert 225km metre
gauge line into 239km dual gauge.

Out of Tk 16,104.45 crore, China
will finance 66.16 percent.

But the project cost is much higher
than that of similar rail projects, at least
three railway officials told The Daily
Star.

As per the proposed contract cost of
the project, it would be Tk 60.59 crore
per kilometre, which is the highest
among all ongoing railway projects,
except for Padma Bridge Rail Link
Project (PBRLP), one of them said.

A 169km new rail line is being
constructed to connect the capital
with Jashore under PBRLP, which
has a 23.37km viaduct. So the cost
is supposed to be higher than other
projects, the official said wishing not to
be named.

“But why would the cost of Akhaura-
Sylhet Project be so high when no new
line would be constructed here?” he
questioned.

While the cost-per-km of the project
would be Tk 60.59km, it would only
Tk 18.94 crore per kilometre under the
ongoing project titled “Construction
of Dual Gauge Double Rail Line and
Conversion of Existing Rail Line into
Dual Gauge between Akhaura and
Laksham”, another official said.

On the other hand, to convert the
existing single gauge into dual gauge,
the contractor would have to build
a bypass line to keep rail services
operational. After completion of the
conversion work, the bypass line would
be removed.

“Operation of the train through the
bypass line would create problems and
increase operational cost,” a railway
official said, adding, “We can build
another line with some additional
money.

“And in that case, we can operate
trains through the existing line when
the new line will be constructed. After
construction of the new line, we would
be able to convert the existing line into
dual gauge, if necessary.”

Meanwhile, the planning, foreign,
environment, forest and climate change,
and expatriate welfare and overseas
employment ministers separately wrote

to the railways ministry last year for
constructing a double line, sources said.
PMO QUESTIONS

Director General of PMO Azizur
Rahman held a meeting over the project
on July 2 and following the meeting
the PMO sought answers to several
questions about the project, the sources
said.

The questions include what is the
rationale of converting metre gauge line
into dual gauge, logic of converting the
road by constructing bypass line and
what is the cost of bypass line; how they
would manage if the operation of trains
through bypass line faces problems;
what is the problem of constructing
another dual gauge line beside the
existing one and how much it would
cost.

The PMO, in its letter to railways
ministry, also said when it would cost
Tk 8,808.88 crore for constructing dual
gauge line on Joydebpur-Mymensingh-
Jamalpur section, why Akhaura-Sylhet
section would cost double though the
length is almost the same and the cost
would be less for soil-related works in
the hilly area.

The PMO asked the rail authorities
to give comparative analysis of cost
between Joydebpur-Mymensingh-
Jamalpur, Kulaura-Shabazpur and
Akhaura-Sylhet sections.

When journalists had asked Planning
Minister MA Mannan about the cost on
the day Ecnec approved the project, the
minister said he is not in a position to
ascertain it; rather it is the engineers and
planners who will set the cost.

A railway official, who was a member
of the technical committee, said as per
their study, a double line on Akhaura-
Sylhet route would not be financially
viable.

Bangladesh Railway now operates
13 pairs of trains on this route daily
and it is possible to operate 35 pairs of
trains daily by converting the existing
meter gauge to dual gauge, and that
would meet the future demand, he said,
wishing not to be named.

“So, we didn’t recommend a double
line,” he added.

CRISIS IN BELARUS
Putin slams
/

external
pressure’

AFP, ViLNIUS

French President
Emmanuel Macron
yesterday promised to
help with  mediation
in the political crisis
in Belarus, but Russian
Vladimir Putin lashed
out at “unprecedented
external pressure”.

Macron spoke during
a visit to Lithuania after a
meeting with Belarusian
opposition leader Svetlana
Tikhanovskaya that was

seen as a major show of |i

support for the activist.

“We will do our best
as Europeans to help
mediate and we will come
back to OSCE mediation
in order to progress,”
Macron told reporters,
referring to an offer from
the  Organization for
Security and Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE).

“Our objective is for this
mediation to begin in the
next few days or weeks,”

Macron said, adding
that German Chancellor
Angela Merkel and EU
chief Charles Michel
would “push” Belarus to
accept mediation.

“The aim is a peaceful
transition, the release
of people who are in
prison for their political
opinions and the
holding of free elections
under international
observation,” he said.

Meanwhile, Britain and
Canada yesterday slapped

sanctions on  Belarus
President Alexander
Lukashenko, his son

and senior figures in the
regime for a string of
human rights violations.

Belarus has been in
upheaval since an August
9 presidential election
in which Tikhanovskaya
claimed victory.
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