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Privacy-mad Germany turns 
to app to track virus spread

Germany limits the number of deaths to under 1,000
BERLIN: Personal data protection is a thorny sub-
ject in privacy-loving Germany, but the country is
nevertheless considering using a smartphone app
to help manage the spread of the new coronavirus.
Even Chancellor Angela Merkel-who often refers
to her youth in surveillance-ridden communist East
Germany-said Wednesday that if it turns out to be
a helpful way of tracking the spread of the virus “I
would... of course be willing to use it for myself”. 

In some ways, Germany appears to be faring
better than many of its European neighbors in its
battle against the coronavirus. Europe’s biggest
economy has so far managed to limit the number
of deaths from Covid-19 to under 1,000, partly
thanks to aggressive testing modeled on the South
Korean approach.

It has also avoided a strict lockdown like those
in France, Italy or Spain. Merkel and her govern-
ment are already looking ahead to the next phase,
when they hope it will be possible to relax social
distancing rules and reopen some public spaces.
And according to Health Minister Jens Spahn, “for
that to be possible, we need to be able to identify
and reach anyone who has had contact with an in-

fected person very quickly”.

‘Voluntary sharing’ 
When the government first proposed using mo-

bile phone data to help track the spread of the virus
in mid-March, it was forced to back down after a
public outcry. Under the proposals, mobile phone
operators would have been required to hand over
the data of 46 million customers to help the author-
ities trace the contacts of infected people.

Such non-consensual mass surveillance was a
shocking prospect in a country still traumatized by
memories of Nazi dictatorship and later the Stasi
secret police in the former communist east. The
government is now reviewing proposals and will
come up with a new plan “in the coming days”, ac-
cording to Spahn, who is convinced that “the use
of mobile phone data will be a key factor against
the spread”. Under the new plans, data will be
shared “on a voluntary basis”, according to Justice
Minister Christine Lambrecht.

A proposed smartphone app will track and
record people’s interactions via bluetooth for two
weeks, without using geolocation tracking and

with a promise that data will be securely pro-
tected. If a person becomes infected, the app will
automatically send a push notification to anyone
they have crossed paths with in the past two
weeks, to warn them of the risk of infection. Only
those who have downloaded the app will receive
the infection warnings, and the identity of infected
people will be kept secret. The idea was inspired
by a similar digital tool used in the city-state of
Singapore, which has managed to limit the spread
of the virus despite being very densely populated.

It was developed by Germany’s Fraunhofer
Heinrich Hertz Institute (HHI) telecommunications
research institute, in collaboration with the
Robert Koch Institute disease control center.
“HHI is working on an application that will make
it possible to record the proximity and duration
of contacts between people on mobile phones
over the past two weeks, completely anony-
mously and without the need to record their lo-
cation,” a spokeswoman for the company
confirmed to AFP. The firsts tests were carried
out at an army barracks in Berlin on Wednesday,
according to media reports.

Using people’s data in this way also has the ap-
proval of Germany’s federal commissioner for data
protection, with certain conditions. “The collection
and evaluation of personal data to interrupt chains
of infection can only be carried out with the con-
sent of citizens,” commissioner Ulrich Kelber told
AFP. “This data should be stored only for a limited
and clearly defined period, and with the sole aim
of fighting the pandemic. After that, it should be
deleted,” he said, predicting a “strong willingness
to participate” if these conditions are met.

According to Kelber, implementing wide-
spread Chinese-style surveillance would be im-
possible in Germany. “There is no comparable
technological infrastructure for surveillance and,
more importantly, Germany has no laws that allow
virtually uninterrupted surveillance of citizens
using smartphones, apps or other devices,” he
said. Meanwhile, the German public seem to be
softening to the idea of handing over their mobile
phone data. According to a YouGov poll pub-
lished on Tuesday, half of Germans are in favor of
the idea, while only 38 percent consider it inap-
propriate. —AFP

ROME: The customers wander around in the
stores, touch the food and even lick their fingers
while riffling through bills. Any one of them could
have the virus, and pass it along. Such are the nag-
ging thoughts of grocery store workers in Italy and
beyond: exhausted, underprotected and, many say,
overly exposed to the coronavirus.

Around the world, where millions of people are
quarantined at home, people can still shop for food
at grocery stores, heightening risk for the sector’s
employees. A 48-year-old supermarket cashier
who tested positive for coronavirus died in March
in Brescia in Italy’s hard-hit north, raising questions
about whether enough was being done to protect
workers. Unions say others employed in the sector
may have died without their cases being reported
as coronavirus cases. Last week, a 33-year-old su-
permarket security guard died of the virus in Italy.

Trapped behind checkout counters for hours at
a time, or stocking shelves amidst customers on su-
permarket floor, workers say they are on the front
lines - and insufficiently protected. “We’re scared
of bringing something back home with us,” said
Piera, a 31-year-old part-time cashier. She has
worked for over a decade at a superstore in No-

vara, west of Milan, the city where the security
guard died. Workers who spoke to AFP asked that
their last names not be used. 

Shopping daily 
The worries are not restricted to Italy. “We can’t

compare cashiers and health workers, but let’s say
we’re not quite yet all aware that we have to pro-
tect both of them,” said Ana, a Spanish cashier in
Alcorcon, outside Madrid. Piera, in Italy’s north, has
been given disinfectant gel, gloves, and a mask,
which she must wash herself for reuse. It was only
last week that the store installed Plexiglass shields
in front of each checkout counter. 

Entire families show up to shop, many get too
close to workers, and a few persist in licking their
fingers before counting out their bills, said Chiara,
a cashier at a superstore in Rome. “They’re buying
stuff that I wouldn’t be buying in an emergency,”
she added, listing “Sushi, Nutella, beer...” Last
month, a man was arrested in Genoa after spitting
in the face of a supermarket cashier, local media re-
ported.

Lack of precautions? 
Unions in Italy have called for the government

to require grocery stores to cut hours in order to
relieve the burden on workers. But Prime Minister
Giuseppe Conte - hoping to reduce panic and runs
on supermarkets - promised Italians on March 21
that stores will stay open. The two hardest-hit re-
gions of Lombardy and Piedmont, in the north of
the country, recommended that markets take shop-
pers’ temperatures before letting them in. 

But only some have done so, with others saying
they cannot get hold of the thermal scanners they
need. In a open letter published on March 24, the

secretary general of the Fisascat-Cisl union, which
represents store cashiers and janitors, deplored the
“almost total lack of any precautions” taken by the
industry to protect its workers. 

The main supermarket association in Italy, Fed-
erdistribuzione, has not issued specific coronavirus
regulations to members, a spokesman told AFP. In-
stead, individual chains are taking measures. That
includes putting up signs instructing customers to
maintain safe distances, equipping staff “as far as
possible” with gloves and masks, and limiting the
number of people who can enter stores, said the
group.

Panicked shoppers 
After the government locked down 11 towns in

the north in late February to stem the initial spread
of the virus, Piera witnessed panicked shoppers
storming her store. “It was so strange because we

saw people panicking, freaking out,” she said, call-
ing it a “dystopian” experience. Unlike doctors or
police who might be trained in how to deal with
high-stress situations, supermarket workers were
caught unawares. “We’re just like anyone else, nor-
mal people, and so we didn’t even have the psycho-
logical preparation to confront a situation like that,”
she said.

Workers struggle to control a constant fear of
touching something, or someone, contaminated.
Ana in Spain said practically all the cashiers at her
store were women, with children at home or par-
ents to take care of. “So you’re at the checkout, but
at the same time you’re thinking of your mom, who
is considered at risk, and you wonder if just in
bringing her food, in touching the bags, you’re
going to transmit the virus to her,” she said. Stress
has provoked meltdowns, and some workers have
called in sick to avoid going to work.—AFP 

In supermarket
front lines,
cashiers fear 
the worst

ROME: Supermarket staff feel increasingly vulnerable after the death of a cashier in Brescia last
month.—AFP


