
Batons, bullying and
handcuffs mar Africa
virus shutdowns
JOHANNESBURG: Soldiers tower over young-
sters in South Africa’s Soweto township, forcing
them to do push-ups and roll on the floor as pun-
ishment for not adhering to a lockdown meant to
halt the spread of coronavirus. Caught on camera
and circulated on social media, they added to a
string of videos purporting to show violence by se-
curity forces deployed to enforce curfew and con-
finement across Africa. Rubber bullets, tear gas and
whips have been used to maintain social distancing
in shopping queues and to discipline citizens caught
outside their homes without valid reason.

“It seems to be the only way in which authorities
know how to deal with the populace, through vio-
lence and humiliation,” said Amnesty International’s
Shenilla Mohamed, executive director for South
Africa, adding that abuse had also been reported
from Zimbabwe, Kenya and Nigeria. South African
police are investigating the deaths of three citizens
allegedly killed by patrols for defying the lockdown,
which came into force last Friday.

“That’s almost the same amount of people that
have died from coronavirus,” noted Mohamed, re-
ferring to the nation’s latest death toll of five. One
person was allegedly shot by police on his way
home from a bar - a direct breach of regulations
prohibiting the sale of alcohol during the 21-day
shutdown. Defense Minister Nosiviwe Mapisa-
Nqakula has condemned the reported heavyhand-
edness and vowed to withdraw soldiers caught
abusing their powers.

Intimidation tactics 
To date coronavirus has infected more than

5,690 people in Africa and killed at least 195, ac-
cording to an AFP tally. The pandemic has been
slow to reach the continent, despite an acceleration
in recent weeks, and numbers remain relatively low
compared to other parts of the world. Dozens of
African governments have made use of the extra
time to roll out curfews and shutdowns earlier than
their worse-hit counterparts in the West.

But such measures are difficult to enact in coun-
tries where most people live in poverty and work
informally, often in packed urban slums with little
access to sanitation. “If we take measures which

starve everybody, they will quickly end up being
defied,” said Benin’s President Patrica Talon on Sun-
day, adding that his country lacked the means to en-
force public confinement.

As governments have struggled to keep citizens
indoors, their security forces have been quick to fall
back on intimidation tactics, raising widespread
concern. “It is unacceptable to see such inhuman
and degrading treatment against the population,”
tweeted Nicolas Simard, Canada’s ambassador to
the Democratic Republic of Congo, in response to
a video of masked policemen beating a young man
to the ground in the capital Kinshasa, which went
into lockdown last week. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Americans were told Tuesday to
brace for “very painful” weeks ahead in a worsening
coronavirus pandemic projected to claim up to a
quarter million US lives, as fatalities spiked in Euro-
pean hotspots Spain, France and Britain. With more
than 42,100 already killed by the disease barreling
around the globe, the United States registered a
record 865 deaths in 24 hours - taking its death toll
to 3,873. 

As field hospitals sprouted in the US outbreak’s
epicenter New York City, Trump said he was extend-
ing social distancing and stay-at-home orders for
another 30 days. “This is going to be a very painful
- a very, very painful - two weeks,” the president said
at the White House as he described the pandemic as
“a plague.”

“I want every American to be prepared for the
hard days that lie ahead.” In a matter of months, the
virus has infected more than 857,000 people in a
crisis hammering the global economy and transform-
ing the daily existence of some 3.6 billion people told
to stay home under lockdowns. Deaths shot up again
across Europe. While there are hopeful signs that the
spread of infections is slowing in hardest-hit Italy
and Spain, more than 800 died overnight in both
countries. France recorded a one-day record of 499
dead while Britain reported 381 coronavirus deaths.
But members of Trump’s coronavirus task force of-
fered a grim forecast of between 100,000 and
240,000 US deaths in coming months, taking into

account current mitigation efforts. “As sobering a
number as that is, we should be prepared for it,” An-
thony Fauci, the nation’s top infectious disease ex-
pert, said with Trump at his side when asked about
the lower figure of 100,000.

But Fauci said mitigation was “actually working”
and that authorities are doing everything they can
to get the death toll “significantly below that.” With
hospitals direly overstretched, lockdowns have
been extended despite their crushing economic im-
pact. In Belgium a 12-year-old girl died in another
worrying case of a youth succumbing to the dis-
ease. France joined the US with a surge to 3,525
deaths, an official toll that includes only those who
died in hospital and not those who perished at home
or in seniors’ homes. 

‘We need help now’ 
The inundation of patients has sent health facilities

worldwide into overdrive. Emergency hospitals are
popping up in event spaces while distressed medical
staff make grim decisions about how to distribute lim-
ited protective gear, beds and life-saving respirators.
In scenes previously unimaginable in peacetime,
around a dozen white tents were erected to serve as
a field hospital in New York’s Central Park. 

While many companies and schools around the
globe have shifted to teleworking and teaching over
video platforms, huge swaths of the world’s work-
force cannot perform their jobs online and are now

lacking pay and face a deeply uncertain future. Food
banks in New York City have seen a huge rise in
newcomers struggling to feed their families. 

“It is my first time,” Lina Alba, a cleaner at a Man-
hattan hotel that closed two weeks ago, said from a
food distribution center. “We need the help now. This
is crazy,” said Alba, a 40-year-old single mother of
five. Three quarters of Americans are now under
some form of lockdown, while off the Florida coast a
coronavirus-stricken cruise ship and its sister vessel
are pleading for somewhere to dock after four pas-
sengers died on board.

Virus breeds divisions  
The extraordinary economic and political up-

heaval spurred by the virus is opening new fronts for
cooperation and conflict. In virtual talks Tuesday, fi-
nance ministers and central bankers from the world’s
20 major economies pledged to address the debt
burden of low-income countries and deliver aid to
emerging markets. Last week G20 leaders said they
were injecting $5 trillion into the global economy to
head off a feared deep recession. In the European
Union, however, battle lines have been drawn over
the terms of a rescue plan.

Worst-hit Italy and Spain are leading a push for a
shared debt instrument - dubbed “coronabonds.” But
talk of shared debt is a red line for Germany and other
northern countries, threatening to divide the bloc. Eu-
ropean Commission chief Ursula von der Leyen also

warned against using emergency measures as a pre-
text for power grabs - after a new law gave Hungary’s
nationalist leader Viktor Orban authority to rule by
decree until his government deems the crisis over.

Meanwhile, the number of deaths from coron-
avirus in the United Kingdom rose by 27% in the
space of a day, according to new figures on Tues-
day that a senior cabinet minister described as
shocking and disturbing. The government said 1,789
people have died in hospitals from coronavirus as
of 1600 GMT on Monday, an increase of 381 from
Sunday, the largest rise in absolute terms yet. “The
increase in the number of deaths is deeply shocking,
disturbing (and) moving,” Cabinet Office minister
Michael Gove said at a news conference, adding
that it was not possible to predict when fatalities
would peak. 

“It depends on the actions of all of us,” he added.
“We can delay that peak, we can flatten the curve
through our own particular actions.” Later on Tues-
day, a London hospital announced that a 13-year-old
boy had died after contracting coronavirus, Britain’s
youngest fatality from the pandemic. Britain initially
took a gradual approach to containing the virus
compared with European countries such as Italy. But
Prime Minister Boris Johnson imposed stringent con-
trols after projections showed a quarter of a million
people could die. Johnson has since become the first
leader of a major power to announce a positive test
result for coronavirus. — Agencies 
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Virus: California to release 3,500 non-violent prison inmates
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NEW YORK: Photo shows headstones in Calvary Cemetery in the Borough of Queens in New York. A military hospital ship arrived in New York on March 30, 2020 as America’s coronavirus epicenter prepares to fight the peak
of the pandemic that has killed over 2,500 people across the US. — AFP 

US braces for staggering death toll
Europe reels; UK’s coronavirus deaths rise 27%; Minister laments ‘shocking’ toll

ALEXANDRA: A Gauteng Traffic Police officer fires rubber bullets to urge residents to get inside during
a mixed patrol of South African National Defense Force (SANDF) and Gauteng Traffic Police in Alexandra,
Johannesburg. — AFP 

Coronavirus: Pet 
cat tests positive 
HONG KONG: A pet cat has tested positive for
the coronavirus in Hong Kong after its owner was
confirmed with having the virus, the city’s Agricul-
tural and Fisheries department said, cautioning that
the animal has not shown any signs of the disease.
In a notice late on Tuesday, the department said
there is currently no evidence that pet animals can
be a source of COVID-19, the disease caused by
the coronavirus, and owners should not abandon
their pets.

The World Health Organization also states on
their website that there is no evidence that a dog, cat
or any pet can transmit COVID-19. The cat is the
third animal to test positive in Hong Kong, following
earlier cases in which two dogs tested weak positive
or positive during repeated tests for the virus. Au-
thorities said the cat will continue to be monitored
and examined.

Samples collected from the cat’s mouth, nose and
rectum tested positive for the virus after it was sent
to quarantine on March 30. There has only been one
other reported case of coronavirus in a cat, in Bel-
gium, which is believed to have become infected
from its owner, according to a statement from the
Hong Kong Veterinary Association. The Veterinary
Association said the most likely way pets would be
exposed to the virus is from their owners or other
people they come into contact with, and the cases
were no cause for alarm. — Reuters


