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officials from both the public and private sectors. 

It said the stimulus is based on safeguarding public 
funds and using it to serve the national economy 
and is not intended to compensate companies and 
individuals. The package aims to ensure that citizens 
working in sectors impacted by the crisis are not 
affected, and that subsidies are maintained to pre-
serve the prices of food and medical materials in the 
domestic market. 

It calls for adopting the mechanisms that will 
ensure a minimum limit of income capable of meet-
ing the cost of living of workers affected by the cri-
sis and which are linked to employment contracts. It 
did not single out Kuwaiti citizens in this category, 
which could mean providing this service to expatri-
ates too. The stimulus also provides help to small- 
and medium-sized projects, in addition to agricul-
tural and industrial projects by delaying payment of 
installments of loans they had received from the 
development fund. 

It also provides long-term easy loans to small 
and medium enterprises, jointly by local banks and 
the development fund, and also provides easy long-
term loans from national banks to companies and 
customers affected by the crisis. It also calls for 
delaying the payment of monthly social security 
contributions for six months by private and oil com-
panies to help them face the current cash crunch. 
The package also pledges to exempt productive 
sectors and cooperative societies from government 
fees, provided customers benefit from these breaks. 

The Cabinet set up a committee presided by the 
governor of the Central Bank and the membership 
of ministry of finance undersecretary and managing 
director of Kuwait Investment Authority to imple-
ment the stimulus package. It also set up a higher 
committee, assisted by a strategic team, to super-
vise the implementation of the support program. But 
Boursa Kuwait welcomed the government aid with a 
drop, apparently not very pleased over the extent of 
the incentives. 

Saudi Arabia’s hajj minister asked Muslims on 
Tuesday to temporarily defer preparations for the 
annual pilgrimage amid uncertainty over the coron-
avirus pandemic. Earlier this month, Saudi Arabia 
suspended the year-round umrah pilgrimage over 
fears of the new coronavirus spreading to Islam’s 
holiest cities, an unprecedented move that raised 
uncertainty over the annual hajj. 

“Saudi Arabia is fully ready to serve pilgrims and 
umrah seekers,” hajj minister Mohammad Benten 
told the state-run Al-Ekhbariya television. “But 
under the current circumstances, as we are talking 
about the global pandemic... the kingdom is keen to 
protect the health of Muslims and citizens and so 
we have asked our brother Muslims in all countries 
to wait before doing (hajj) contracts until the situa-
tion is clear.” 

Saudi authorities are yet to announce whether they 
will proceed with this year’s hajj, scheduled for the 
end of July. The pilgrimage - which last year attracted 
2.5 million people - is a key revenue earner for the 
kingdom. But it could be a major source of contagion 
as it packs pilgrims closely in religious sites.  

The coronavirus pandemic has claimed more 
than 30,000 lives in Europe alone, a global tally 
showed yesterday, in what the head of the United 
Nations has described as humanity’s worst crisis 
since World War II. Italy and Spain bore the brunt 
of the crisis, accounting for three in every four 
deaths on the continent, as the grim tally hit another 
milestone even though half of the planet’s popula-
tion is already under some form of lockdown in a 
battle to halt contagion. 

Across the Atlantic, President Donald Trump 
warned of a “very, very painful two weeks” as the 
United States registered its deadliest 24 hours of 
what he called a “plague”. America’s outbreak has 
mushroomed rapidly. There are now around 
190,000 known cases - a figure that has doubled 
in just five days. Some 41,000 deaths have been 
recorded worldwide from more than 830,000 
infections since the pandemic emerged in China 
in December. 

For UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, the 
extraordinary economic and political upheaval 
spurred by the virus presents a real danger to the 
relative peace the world has seen over the last few 
decades. The “disease... represents a threat to 

everybody in the world and... an economic impact 
that will bring a recession that probably has no par-
allel in the recent past. “The combination of the two 
facts and the risk that it contributes to enhanced 
instability, enhanced unrest, and enhanced conflict 
are things that make us believe that this is the most 
challenging crisis we have faced since the Second 
World War,” he said. 

As companies shut down for undetermined peri-
ods and entire workforces are forced to stay home 
to halt the spread of COVID-19, scenes of economic 
desperation and unrest were emerging across the 
globe. In Italy, queues were lengthening at soup 
kitchens while some supermarkets were reportedly 
pillaged. Half a million more people now need help 
to afford meals, Italy’s biggest union for the agricul-
ture sector Coldiretti said, adding to the 2.7 million 
already in need last year. 

“Usually we serve 152,525 people. But now we’ve 
70,000 more requests,” confirmed Roberto Tuorto, 
who runs a food bank association. It was crucial to 
“ensure that the economic crisis unleashed by the 
virus don’t become a security crisis,” he warned. 
The economic pain of lockdowns is especially acute 
in the developing world.  

In Tunisia several hundred protested a week-old 
lockdown that has disproportionately hit the poor. 
“Never mind coronavirus, we’re going to die any-
way! Let us work!” shouted one protester in the 
demonstration on the outskirts of the capital Tunis. 
Africa’s biggest city Lagos was set for its second 
full day of lockdown yesterday - but with some of 
the world’s biggest slums, home to millions who live 
hand-to-mouth, containment will be difficult.  

Wary of a collapse of the world’s economy with 
shops shuttered and millions forced into shorter 
working hours or losing their jobs completely, the 
globe’s leading central bankers have pumped bil-
lions of liquidity into the system. Last week, G20 
leaders said they were injecting $5 trillion into the 
global economy to head off a feared deep reces-
sion. 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. The tone sharpened this week, with Italian 

politicians even taking out an advertisement in a 
major German newspaper to remind Europe’s 
biggest economy of WWII debts in a bid to jolt it 
into action.  

The economic cost of the crisis could still worsen 
as lockdowns remain at the forefront of official dis-
ease-stopping arsenals - a strategy increasingly 
borne out by science. Researchers said China’s 
decision to shutter Wuhan, ground zero for the 
global COVID-19 pandemic, may have prevented 
hundreds of thousands of new cases. “Our analysis 
suggests that without the Wuhan travel ban and the 
national emergency response there would have 
been more than 700,000 confirmed COVID-19 
cases outside of Wuhan” by mid-February, said 
Oxford University’s Christopher Dye. 

At the same time, focus is now turning to how 
asymptomatic cases may be fuelling the spread. 
China yesterday said it has more than 1,300 asymp-
tomatic coronavirus cases, the first time it has 
released such data following public concern over 
people who have tested positive but are not show-
ing symptoms. Experts agree that asymptomatic 
patients are likely to be infectious, but it remains 
unknown how responsible they are for spreading 
the deadly virus. 

Chinese respiratory expert Zhong Nanshan said 
in a state media interview last week that asympto-
matic carriers could potentially infect “3 to 3.5 peo-
ple each”. Germany and France were also ramping 
up testing of the population to establish how many 
already have immunity.  

The inundation of patients has sent health facil-
ities worldwide into overdrive. Emergency hospi-
tals are popping up in event spaces while dis-
tressed medical staff make grim decisions about 
how to distribute limited 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.  

But even with the extended capacity, doctors say 
they are still having to make painful choices. “If you 
get a surge of patients coming in, and you only have 
a limited number of ventilators, you can’t necessari-
ly ventilate patients,” Shamit Patel of the Beth Israel 
hospital said. “And then you have to start picking 
and choosing.”

27 expats among 28 
new virus cases...
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both the Philippine and Kuwait airports. “They 

will be sent on special chartered flights. So we are 
in close coordination with authorities both in 
Kuwait and the Philippines, because even back 
home, no commercial flights are allowed,” he said.  

“Kuwait wants an immediate flight to Manila. 
What will happen today is that we will receive the 
applications filed with the Kuwaiti ministry of interi-
or personnel. Undocumented Filipinos were 
instructed to come to the venue with their docu-
ments and luggage, because if their application is 
approved, they will be immediately taken to a hold-
ing place, where they have to wait for their sched-
uled flight to Manila,” he said.  

“Amnesty applicants must bring their valid pass-
ports, along with two pieces of luggage (20 kg each 
plus 7 kg hand carry bag). Those who have no valid 
passports should bring three passport-size photos 
with a blue background,” the Philippine Embassy 
advisory reads. Hermosura had called upon all 

undocumented Filipinos in Kuwait to take advan-
tage of the amnesty granted by the Kuwaiti govern-
ment. “This is free for all illegals and the air tickets 
will be shouldered by the Kuwaiti government, so 
please take advantage of this amnesty.”  

Luz from Binan Laguna was among the hundreds 
in the queue at the venue to take advantage of the 
amnesty. “I am here because I want to go home to 
my children in this time of a pandemic. If they die, I 
will die with them. I just want to see them and be 
with them and assure them that I am their mother 
and protect them,” she said.  

She had been living in Kuwait for the last five 
years without a visa. “I stayed with my employer for 
a year, then ran away because she was very harsh 
and wasn’t giving me enough food. My agency then 
sent me to another employer, but my residency 
couldn’t be transferred because the earlier sponsor 
wouldn’t cooperate. So I ran away again and looked 
for part-time jobs. I rented a flat and worked illegal-
ly, and have been hiding from the police for the last 
four years,” she said.  

“Now the time has come to go home, I don’t have 
part-time jobs anymore, plus I am very much con-
cerned about my five kids. I need to be with them 
because I have heard so much about this virus - I 
am scared for them,” Luz said. 

Hundreds apply  
to leave on first...

TAIPEI: It may be the global day for pranks but 
with the world under assault from the deadly coron-
avirus pandemic many governments yesterday were 
warning against virus-themed April Fools’ jokes - 
some even threatening jail. The April 1 tradition sees 
families, web users and corporations embrace prac-
tical jokes. But few are in the mood as the global 
death toll mounts and billions remain under some 
form of lockdown. 

One K-pop star who joked on Instagram that he 
had tested positive for coronavirus faced a backlash 
at home and abroad. Jaejoong, a member of popular 
band JYJ — formerly TVXQ - said he had been 
infected and hospitalized. Worried fans left countless 
messages wishing him a speedy recovery. But about 
an hour later he updated the post, revealing it was a 
prank and adding he wanted to “raise awareness”. 

“Although it may have been too much as an April 
Fools’ joke, a lot of people worried for me,” he 
wrote. “I’ll receive any punishment due to this 
post.” Many, including his own fans, lambasted the 
post, calling it inappropriate and not funny. “Please 
have some respect. People out there are suffering,” 
wrote one fan. 

The coronavirus outbreak has already been 
accompanied by a deluge of online misinformation, 
making it harder for governments to keep their citi-
zens safe. Some are now threatening jail for virus 
pranks. Taiwan, which has been held up as a model 
for how to tackle an outbreak, warned people who 
spread false rumors that they faced up to three years 
in jail and a TW$3 million fine ($100,000). 

“On April Fools’ Day we can exercise our sense of 
humour if we have to but we can’t make jokes on the 
pandemic to avoid breaking the law,” President Tsai 
Ing-wen posted on Facebook alongside a photo of 
one of her cats. “I wish everybody not only a humor-
ous but also healthy and safe April Fools’ Day.” 

Thailand was taking a similarly hard line, threaten-
ing up to five years in jail. “It’s against the law to fake 
having COVID-19 this April Fools’ Day,” the govern-
ment said on Twitter. “There may be people who do 
not have good intentions... who may use April 1 or 
April Fools’ Day and assume they will not face legal 

action,” Krissana Pattanacharoen, deputy national 
police spokesman, told reporters on Tuesday. 

In India, where disinformation - especially on 
WhatsApp - remains a pervasive problem, politicians 
made similar appeals. “The state govt won’t allow 
anyone to spread rumours/panic on #Corona,” 
tweeted Maharashtra state’s home minister Anil 
Deshmukh. “We urge citizens to verify information 

and only share messages from trusted sources and 
not fall for fake news,” Pranay Ashok, a spokesman 
for Mumbai Police, told AFP, adding that anyone 
found spreading fake news would be prosecuted. 

Many well-known brands with a prior track 
record of jumping on the annual bandwagon were 
steering clear of the tradition this year. Google, a 
company renowned for its elaborate annual stunts, 

told its employees it would “take the year off from 
that tradition out of respect for all those fighting the 
Covid-19 pandemic,” according to an internal email 
obtained by Business Insider. James Herring, from 
London-based PR agency Taylor Herring, had the 
following warning. “Tip for any PR agencies planning 
an April Fools’ Day stunt,” he wrote last week on 
Twitter. “Just. Don’t.” — AFP 

Pandemic pranks off the  
table on April Fools’ Day

RABAT: Isolation to keep coronavirus at bay is a 
tall order for Moroccans like Abdullah, who is sup-
posed to spend days cooped up indoors without 
sunlight in an impoverished neighborhood of the 
capital Rabat. So he stays out in the street. “I know 
social isolation is a must. But it’s just not possible to 
stay home all day,” says the 49-year-old street trad-
er who lives with his wife and three children. Ever 
since a March 20 lockdown, flats in densely-popu-
lated areas like Takadoum, which is packed with 
concrete buildings up to four floors high with tiny 
windows, can feel like virtual prisons. 

Those who respect the stay-at-home rules 
gather inside the gates of the buildings just to kill 
time. Many venture out. “We’re just overcrowded 
and it’s not easy,” said Soufiane, 32, who lives in a 
two-bedroom flat with his parents and five sib-
lings, although he is aware of “the seriousness of 

the illness and importance of quarantine”. Soufiane 
made a living by selling clothes at a local market, 
which is closed and whose neighborhood is 
hemmed in by checkpoints. 

Neighbour Abdelkhalek, 52, said his five-member 
family could put up with living “on top of each other 
in 40 square meters but how can we do that without 
an income?” He continued: “Conditions to live a 
decent life just don’t exist in many homes.” 
Moroccan authorities have deployed police, soldiers 
and even armored cars in some towns to enforce the 
lockdown, as the country’s death toll from the coro-
navirus pandemic rose to 33 on Tuesday out of 574 
declared cases. 

Apart from isolation measures, which have been 
imposed around the world, Morocco has also 
adopted economic and social measures to assist 
companies, workers and those dependent on social 
services. State aid of between 800 and 1,200 
dirhams ($80 to $120) is to be allocated for needy 
families to weather the crisis, from a $3.2-billion 
emergency package also funded by corporate and 
private donations. But you need to be registered, 
and the bulk of the North African country’s work-
force is made up of “informal workers”. “I’ve got 
nothing at all. How am I going to buy my food? I 
really don’t know, I’m lost,” said Soufiane. — AFP 

Isolation proves  
tall order for  
Morocco’s poor 

TEHRAN: Iran’s Azadi (Freedom) Tower is lit up with flags and messages of hope in solidarity with all the countries affected by the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic 
on Tuesday. — AFP  


