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SEOUL: South Korea has sealed off two
hospitals that treated people with a deadly
respiratory disease, officials said yesterday,
even as the outbreak that has been spread-
ing through health facilities could have
peaked. Middle East Respiratory Syndrome
has infected 126 people in South Korea and
killed 11 since it was first diagnosed just
over three weeks ago in a businessman
who had returned from a trip to the Middle
East. 

The outbreak is the largest outside
Saudi Arabia, where the disease was first
identified in humans in 2012, and has
stirred fears in Asia of a repeat of a 2002-03
scare when Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS) killed about 800 people
worldwide. The 68-year-old man who
brought the virus back from the Middle
East visited several health centers for treat-
ment of a nagging cough and fever before
he was diagnosed, leaving a trail of infec-
tion in his wake.

The danger of the virus in hospitals had
led to two being sealed off with at least 133
people - patients and staff - inside. They
would be sealed off for at least the next 11
days, given the incubation period of the
virus, officials said. “No patients can get out
of their rooms,” said a city government offi-
cial in the capital, Seoul, who declined to be
identified. “Nurses in protective gear are
giving them food. No one can get in from
outside.” All but one of South Korea’s cases
have been confirmed as originating with
the businessman who travelled to the
Middle East and happening in health-care
centres, and the last one is likely to be con-
firmed as such too, the health ministry said.

Worst over?
MERS is caused by a coronavirus from

the same family as the one that caused
SARS. It is more deadly than SARS but does
not spread as easily, at least for now. There
is no cure or vaccine. World Health
Organization (WHO) experts are in South
Korea working with the government and a
delegation of Saudi Arabian health officials
is meeting authorities yesterday.

The health ministry reported four new
cases yesterday, the lowest daily increase in
11 days, raising hope the worst might be
over. The number of people in quarantine,
either at home or in medical facilities, also
declined for the first time, by 125 to 3,680,
the ministry said. The incubation period for
many people exposed to infected patients is
ending, which should mean a decline in

new cases, said infectious disease expert
Jacob Lee. “There may be a third wave from
hospitals that MERS patients had stayed at
but it won’t spread as much as it has,” Lee
said. 

The central bank cut interest rates on
Thursday in the hope of softening the blow
to an economy already beset by slack
demand and plunging visitor arrivals. Alarm
has spread throughout the region even
though only one case has been reported
outside South Korea in this outbreak, that of
a South Korean man who travelled to China
via Hong Kong after defying a suggestion
from health authorities that he stay in vol-
untary quarantine at home. South Korea’s
new cases bring the total number of MERS
cases globally to 1,275, based on WHO data,
with at least 450 related deaths.— Reuters
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SEOUL: Smoke rises as disinfectant is sprayed as a precaution against the spread of
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) at a village in Seoul yesterday. —AP 

Crunch issues for
climate negotiators
BONN: The main areas of contention in UN climate talks: -The
goal - Most parties agree overall global warming must be limit-
ed to two degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) over pre-
Industrial Revolution levels, though states that are most
exposed to climate change want a lower ceiling of 1.5 C. One
proposal is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 40-70 per-
cent from 2010 levels by 2050 and near-zero emissions by
2100, as advised by UN climate scientists. Some parties want
deeper cuts, sooner, while others are against setting any
numerical targets in stone.

Who does what?
The issue that permeates everything, “differentiation” is

about apportioning responsibility between rich and develop-
ing nations for cutting carbon emissions. Developing nations
want rich economies, which have polluted for longer, to shoul-
der a bigger burden. Wealthy countries, in turn, point to the
rise of emerging giants like China and India as massive emitters
of carbon from burning fossil fuel to drive their growth.

Climate aid
Developing nations want commitments from rich countries

on financing and technical assistance to help them switch to
greener energy and adapt to climate impacts. They also want
wording on compensation for poor countries for loss and dam-
age incurred by climate change. Rich countries are loath to
take on binding long-term engagements in a fluctuating world
economy and are leery about compensation. In 2009, wealthy
economies promised to mobilize $100 billion (89 billion euros)
annually, from all sources, by 2020, and are under pressure to
detail how they will arrive at this goal.

Legal questions
Negotiators still have to settle important legal issues. Will

the Paris accord be a protocol that needs to be ratified by
national parliaments, or a mere political declaration?  To what
degree will a country’s emissions target be binding under
international law and failure subject to censure or penalties?
Will there be a mechanism for measuring, reporting and verify-
ing a country’s actions?— AFP 


