
Cape Town slum 
has little to face 
coronavirus 
CAPE TOWN: For the simple act of washing their hands, slum
dwellers in Cape Town’s Khayelitsha township have to go to a
communal tap, fill up a bucket of water and haul it back to their
shack. On the way they walk past overflowing public toilets -
sewage gushing out onto the narrow alleyways of one of South
Africa’s biggest informal settlements. Everyday concerns about
basic sanitation have been compounded by news that a Khayelit-
sha resident tested positive for coronavirus late last week.

“We don’t have toilets... we don’t have water so you must go
out,” said Irene Tsetse, 55, who shares a one-bedroom shack
with her son. With no windows and large rats entering the house,
Tsetse explained the struggle of observing a 21-day lockdown
imposed by the government last week to curb the spread of
coronavirus. “We are trying to stay in the shacks but we can’t,”
she said. “You can’t be inside the whole day in a closed dark
room. You must open your door and gate and go peek outside.”

Ancient sewerage system 
Outside groups of children played on the street, desperate to

escape the hot corrugated-iron cabins, each estimated to house
between three and seven people. Khayelitsha is home to at least
400,000 people, according to the latest national census in 2011.
But the sprawling township has grown rapidly over the past
decade and locals estimate the population to be closer to one
million.  Around 65 percent of residents live in make-shift homes
with no electricity or running water. The settlement has ex-
panded faster than service provision, and people on the edge of

the township live far from communal taps and toilets. 
Lack of urban planning has made it particularly difficult to roll

out sanitation facilities. “They made no roads and there is no in-
frastructure,” said Ndithini Tyhido, head of the Khayelitsha de-
velopment forum. Pointing at the jumble of shacks, Tyhido
blamed poor spatial planning by the white-minority government
during South Africa’s apartheid regime, which ended in 1994.
“The sewer system here was made in 1983 for... maximum
250,000 people,” said Tyhido. 

“That sewer network can no longer cope. The drains here are
literally filled with faeces.” Since South Africa’s first coronavirus
case was detected earlier this month, the government has de-
ployed water trucks and distributed soap to townships like
Khayelitsha. Numbers have risen to more than 1,350 over the past
three weeks and five deaths have been recorded so far, making
South Africa the worst-affected country on the continent.

‘I don’t have a choice’ 
“We won’t be going to all the townships at the same time, but

we are targeting those where we want to deal with already iden-
tified cases,” said Health Minister Zweli Mkhize on Tuesday. “We
are scaling up intervention,” he added. Overcrowded informal
settlements are particularly vulnerable to the deadly respiratory
disease.”We promote that people wash their hands and we say
this everyday with full knowledge that some people don’t even
have the water to wash their hands,” said Tyhido, exasperated
by the situation. “If someone is going to report an incidence of
corona they won’t be able to say, ‘at house number 30’ or what-
ever,” he added. 

Tyhido assured that Khayelitsha residents were doing their best
to follow lockdown regulations and stay home. “People want to lis-
ten. People want to comply and they are trying,” he told AFP. “But
the conditions are not conducive for that compliance to happen.”
Water trucks meanwhile have struggled to squeeze into the more
densely populated parts of Khayelitsha, where shacks sit almost
on top of one another with barely any road access. — AFP 

LAGOS:  More than 20 million Nigerians went
into lockdown in sub-Saharan Africa’s biggest
city Lagos and the capital Abuja, as the conti-
nent struggles to curb the spread of coronavirus.
President Muhammadu Buhari ordered a two-
week “cessation of all movements” in key cities
to ward off an explosion of cases in Africa’s most
populous country. Businesses are being closed,
non-food shops shut and people required to stay
at home as officials look to track down possible
carriers of the disease
after reporting 131 con-
firmed cases and two
deaths so far.

Enforcing the restric-
tions in sprawling Lagos
will be a mammoth chal-
lenge as millions live
crammed into slums and
rely on daily earnings to
survive.  In the ramshackle outdoor markets of
Lagos Island, anxious locals complained they
did not have the money to stock up, while at
higher-end supermarkets better-off residents
queued to buy supplies. 

“Two weeks is too long. I don’t know how we
will cope,” said student Abdul Rahim, 25, as he

helped his sister sell foodstuffs from a stall in
Jankarra market.  “People are hungry and they
won’t be able to stock food.” City officials have
pledged to provide basic provisions to 200,000
households but the central government in
Africa’s largest oil producing nation is already
facing financial strain as the price of crude  has
collapsed. The streets of Ghana’s capital Accra
were also empty as most people in two regions
appeared to be following a presidential order to

stay indoors after it went
into force. 

Zimbabwe locks down 
Dozens of African na-

tions have imposed re-
strictions ranging from
night-time curfews to total
shutdowns. Zimbabwe,
which is already suffering

a recession, began enforcing a three-week lock-
down after the disease left one person dead and
infected six others. Police mounted checkpoints
on routes leading to Harare’s central business
district, stopping cars and turning away pedes-
trians who had no authorization to be in the area.

“We don’t want to see people here on the

streets. We don’t want to see people who have
no business in town just loitering,” a police-
woman said through a loud hailer. “Everyone to
their homes.” Some people were trying to head
for villages. “We would rather spend the 21 days
at our rural home, where we don’t have to buy

everything. I can’t afford to feed my family here
when I am not working,” said Most Jawure. “We
have been waiting here for more than two hours
but there are no buses,” Jawure told AFP while
standing with his wife and daughter beside a
bulging suitcase.  —AFP
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LAGOS: An aerial view shows empty streets in Lagos. Lagos has been deserted after Nigeria locked
down its economic hub and shuttered its capital Abuja, in the continent’s latest effort to brake the
juggernaut of COVID-19 coronavirus. —AFP 

For many Africans,
lockdown means

serious hardships

Africa highly vulnerable due to the weak state of health systems: Experts

Millions of Nigerians enter lockdown 
as Africa tries to contain coronavirus

Death in Holy Land: 
Virus changes burial 
for Jews and Muslims
JERUSALEM: A rising death toll in the coronavirus crisis is
forcing a change in Jewish and Muslim burial and mourning tra-
ditions in the Holy Land. In Israel, Jewish dead are normally laid
to rest in a cloth smock and shroud, without a coffin. Now, the
bodies of coronavirus victims are taken for ritual washing - per-
formed in full protective gear - wrapped in impermeable plastic.
They are wrapped again in plastic before interment.

“Feelings are very much mixed,” said Yakov Kurtz, who
works for Chevra Kadisha, the main group overseeing Jewish
burials in Israel. “We don’t know what to expect, we don’t know
how many dead we will have to tend to. There are many fears.”
New decrees for handling the coronavirus dead have been
given for Muslim burials, said Sheikh Muhammad Hussein,
Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and the Palestinian Territories. “This
is a rule of necessity and necessities allow for prohibitions,
therefore the deceased is not washed, nor shrouded and is
buried in a plastic body-bag,” Hussein said.

Israel has reported 29 coronavirus deaths so far. The Pales-
tinians have confirmed one fatality so far. Funerals and mourn-
ing rituals have changed for everyone since Israeli and
Palestinian authorities imposed stay-at-home directives and re-
stricted the size of public gatherings to try to halt the spread
of infection. Funerals in Israel can be attended by no more than
20 people in an open space only. Social distancing rules mean
that embracing the bereaved is just not done. — Reuters


