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RAJIV GANDHI ASSASSINATION

Indian top court 
frees convict
AFP, New Delhi

India’s top court yesterday ordered the release 
of a man jailed over the assassination of former 
prime minister Rajiv Gandhi, more than 30 years 
after he was first arrested. A bench headed by 
Justice L Nageswara Rao invoked extraordinary 
powers to grant relief to AG Perarivalan, 50, who 
was already granted parole in March. Perarivalan 
was convicted for supplying batteries used in a 
bomb that killed Gandhi in the southern state 
of Tamil Nadu on May 21, 1991. The bombing 
was carried out by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam (LTTE), a Sri Lankan armed separatist 
group. Gandhi’s killing by a suicide bomber was 
seen as retaliation for a 1987 Indian government 
pact with Sri Lanka to disarm the Tamil 
guerrillas. India later withdrew troops deployed 
to the island country after losing 1,200 of them 
at the hands of the rebels. Perarivalan, who was 
arrested in 1991 and was 19 at the time of the 
assassination, was first sentenced to death, but 
later had his punishment commuted to a life 
sentence. Six others are still in jail serving life 
sentences in the case.

A ‘man-made’ food crisis
Lanka faces more hardship as farmers stop planting in key season 
AL JAZEERA ONLINE

An island nation of 22 million people, 
Sri Lanka used to be self-sufficient in 
food.

But President Gotabaya 
Rajapaksa’s drive to make the 
country the world’s first to fully adopt 
organic agriculture – by banning all 
synthetic agrochemicals, including 
fertilisers and pesticides – has proved 
disastrous for Sri Lanka’s food 
security. Sold as a bid to improve 
soil health and tackle a mysterious 
kidney disease among farmers that 
is believed to be linked to excessive 
nitrate exposure, the ban was 
imposed overnight in May of last year.

The country’s 2 million farmers, 
who make up 30 percent of its 
labour force and who until then were 
dependent on subsidised chemical 
fertilisers, suddenly found themselves 
left to their own devices. They said 

the government neither increased 
production of organic fertiliser nor 
imported sufficient soil nutrients to 
meet their needs.

The result has been a dramatic 
fall in agricultural output during the 
growing season that ended in March, 
known locally as the Maha season. 
Now the farmers, facing losses, are 
saying that they won’t plant crops 
in the current growing season, 
which runs from May to August and 
is known as the Yala season. They 
say the fertiliser ban induced crop 
failures, coming amid nationwide fuel 
shortages, make farming untenable.

Official figures are not yet available 
for the Maha harvest, but experts 
estimate a drop of between 20 to 70 
percent, depending on the crop. 

As the protests intensifid, the 
government said the decision of 
organic agriculture was a mistake 
and  pledged to impost necessary 

fertilizers. 
But with Sri Lanka’s foreign 

reserves having dwindled to record 
low and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
pushing up fertiliser prices in the 
world market, experts said it is not 
clear how the government can afford 
to import enough soil nutrients for 
its two million farmers, much less 
subsidise them.

Experts are now predicting even 
greater hardship in Sri Lanka. Food 
inflation, which is currently hovering 
at about 30 percent, could rise even 
further.

Jeewika Weerahewa, professor 
of agriculture at the University of 
Peradeniya in Sri Lanka,  described Sri 
Lanka’s food crisis as “a man-made 
disaster,” 

She added, “In the next four to 
six months, I think we will be facing 
more hardship than what we face 
right now.”

People wade through the flood waters in Nagaon district of India’s Assam state yesterday. More than 500,000 people 
have fled their homes in India’s northeastern state of Assam to escape heavy floods triggered by pre-monsoon rains 
that drowned seven, authorities said yesterday, as they warned the situation could worsen. PHOTO: AFP

Pollution behind 
1 in 6 deaths in 
2019: study
AFP, Paris

Pollution caused some 9 million people 
to die prematurely in 2019, according to 
a new global report published yesterday, 
with experts raising alarm over increasing 
deaths from breathing outside air and the 
“horrifying” toll of lead poisoning.

Human-created waste in the air, water 
and soil rarely kills people immediately, 
but causes instead heart disease, cancer, 
respiratory problems, diarrhoea and other 
serious illnesses.

The Lancet Commission on pollution 
and health said the impact from pollution 
on global health remains “much greater 
than that of war, terrorism, malaria, HIV, 
tuberculosis, drugs and alcohol”.

Pollution is an “existential threat to 
human health and planetary health, and 
jeopardises the sustainability of modern 
societies,” it added.

In general, the review found, air 
pollution -- accounting for a total of 6.7 
million deaths globally in 2019 -- was 
“entwined” with climate change because 
the main source of both problems is 
burning fossil fuels 
and biofuels.

Overall, one 
in six premature 
deaths globally 
-- or nine million 
-- were caused 
by pollution, a 
figure unchanged 
since the last 
assessment in 2015.

Researchers noted a reduction in 
mortality linked to indoor air pollution, 
unsafe drinking water and inadequate 
sanitation, with major improvements 
seen in Africa. But early deaths associated 
with industrialisation -- outdoor air and 
chemical pollution -- are on the rise, 
particularly in southern and eastern Asia.

Ambient air pollution caused some 
4.5 million deaths in 2019, according to 
the study, published in Lancet Planetary 
Health, compared with 4.2 million in 2015 
and just 2.9 million in 2000.

Chemical pollution is also increasing, 
with lead poisoning alone causing 
900,000 deaths. 

Overall, excess deaths due to pollution 
have led to economic losses totalling $4.6 
trillion in 2019, or around six percent of 
global economic output, researchers said.

Panel says world 

still unprepared to 
face new pandemics
AFP, Geneva

Global reform efforts to better ward off 
new pandemic threats have been slow and 
fragmented, leaving the world as unprepared as 

when Covid-19 first surfaced, a report 
warned yesterday. A year ago, the 

Independent Panel for Pandemic 
Preparedness and Response 

drew up a long list of measures 
needed to overcome Covid 
and ensure the world is 
better prepared to face future 
threats. But in an assessment 

report one year on, the no 
longer active panel cautioned 

that the world was still “tinkering” 
and its inaction was laying “the 

groundwork for another pandemic”.
The panel said despite all the promises by world 
leaders, the world is still far from being prepared 
for the next pandemic.


