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ROME: As the coronavirus death toll spirals in
country after country, the sheer scale of the pan-
demic sweeping the globe can sometimes ob-
scure the individual tragedies. But the more than
43,000 people who have died so far all had their
own stories - young and old, men and women,
patients and medical staff alike. Here are the
cases of five people from around Europe - four
who died from COVID-19 and one doctor whose
suicide was a ‘ricochet’ from the outbreak.

Diego Blanco, 46: ‘I’m not going to die’ 
Diego Blanco died at home on March 13 in

Italy, the world’s worst-hit country. A paramedic,
he worked at the biggest hospital in Bergamo,
the epicentre of the outbreak. He tested positive
for coronavirus at the start of March and self-
isolated but his health did not initially give cause
for alarm. The day before he died he said to his
wife, Maruska Capoferri: “Go to sleep darling,
I’m not going to die.”

“You reckon you’re about to die?” she asked
him, half joking, trying to conceal her anxiety.
“Don’t do that to me.” Then she left the bedroom.
When Maruska returned two hours later to
check on him it was “too late”, she told the Eco
di Bergamo newspaper. Her husband had died of
a sudden respiratory crisis and fever, followed
by a heart attack. “I gave him heart massage,”
she recalled. Paramedics then tried to intubate
him after they arrived “but there was nothing
that could be done for him”.

“Helping other people was a mission for him,”
said Maruska, who has a seven-year-old son,

Alessio. The family is one of the first to have re-
ceived an 20,000 annual state benefit payout for
victims of work accidents. Diego Blanco didn’t
smoke or drink and had no health problems. “I
never would have believed it,” said Maruska,
who tried to console herself with the fact that
other coronavirus patients often die alone be-
cause the disease is so infectious. “At least he
said goodbye,” she said.

Julie A, 16: ‘We’ll never know why’ 
For 16-year-old Julie A. it all started with a

slight cough. A week later, on March 25, she be-
came France’s youngest COVID-19 fatality.
“We’ll never know why,” the high school stu-
dent’s mother Sabine told AFP. At first they
treated the cough with syrup and steam inhala-
tion treatments but a couple of days later she
began feeling tightness in her lungs, followed by
coughing fits.

Sabine took her to the doctor, who called the
emergency services They then took her to hos-
pital in Longjumeau in the Essonne department
south of Paris. She had a lung scan but doctors
said that there was “nothing serious”. Yet later
that night Julie was again fighting for breath, and
she was taken to the Necker children’s hospital
in Paris. By Tuesday when she was admitted to
intensive care Julie was complaining that “my
heart hurts”, but two coronavirus tests proved
negative. Sabine said good night to her daughter
and went home. A few hours later, the hospital
called: one of the COVID-19 tests was in fact
positive, and doctors had had to intubate Julie.

“From the beginning they told us this virus does-
n’t affect young people. We believed it, just like
everyone else,” said Julie’s older sister Manon.
Shortly after midnight, the hospital called again,
telling Sabine to come quickly. She and Manon
rushed back to Paris, but Julie had died. “Her skin
was still warm,” Sabine said.

Tim Galley, 47, is among the younger victims
of COVID-19 in Britain, reportedly succumbing
despite being fit and healthy. He died at his
home in Wrexham, north Wales, last week after
self-isolating and not seeking medical care, as

advised by the government, reports said. He
was found in bed by a neighbor who had been
asked to check on him, according to his girl-
friend Donna Cuthbert. “I just can’t bear the
thought he was all alone,” she told local media
outlet North Wales Live. Galley had developed
symptoms — first a slight cough, then a fever
— 10 days earlier, she explained. But he de-
clined to call the state-run health service’s
helpline because he did not want to divert re-
sources away from more vulnerable people,
Cuthbert said. —AFP 

Lives behind the grim 
coronavirus numbers

Death toll mounts as pandemic sweeps the globe

WASHINGTON: The ailing news industry,
struggling during a pandemic-induced economic
slump, is pressing for new government relief as
media outlets scramble to keep covering the
health crisis. News outlets have begun layoffs,
furloughs and pay cuts even as readers increas-
ingly turn to the media for reliable information
about the coronavirus outbreak.

Many local news organizations are facing “an
existential crisis” with the near collapse of ad-
vertising revenues, according to a letter from
two industry groups to President Donald Trump
and congressional leaders. “We will be engaging
with elected representatives in a discussion of
options for actions the federal government could
take to help sustain our local news ecosystem,”
said the letter from the News Media Alliance and
America’s Newspapers, which represent hun-
dreds of media groups.

Earlier this week, the largest US newspaper
chain, Gannett, announced a combination of pay
cuts and temporary furloughs in an effort to ride
out the crisis. Another media firm, Lee Enter-
prises, is asking employees†to accept two weeks
of unpaid leave during the next three months at
its more than 70 newspapers. The Tampa Bay
Times†said it would cut its print editions to only
Sundays and Wednesdays due to the sharp ad
revenue drop.

The Times-Picayune and The Advocate, the
largest news organization in New Orleans, is to
furlough about 10 percent of its staff due to the
slump, and C & G Newspapers has suspended
publication of its 19 print newspapers in the De-
troit area. “While many publishers have seen in-
creases in online traffic and digital subscriptions,
the additional revenue has in no way made up
for the sharp losses in ad revenue,” said a blog
post by David Chavern of the News Media Al-
liance.

A grim outlook 
Some analysts offer the grimmest of pictures

for an industry that has been shrinking for two
decades and struggling for a business model in
the digital age. Ken Doctor, a media analyst and

consultant, highlighted the irony of the situation,
with the public needing independent information
more than ever. “This has accelerated the time-
line for news organizations,” Doctor said. “They
have been trying to come to grips with being
truly digital and most of these outlets have been
too slow.” Even with spikes in digital readers, ad-
vertising has taken a hit from slumping business
conditions, and from marketers’ reluctance to
place ads alongside news of the crisis, the ana-
lyst said. Doctor said the news organizations
which have been relying more on subscriber rev-
enue, such as The New York Times and Wall
Street Journal, may weather the crisis better. But
he sees an increase in “ghost newspapers” which
have been bought by investors and still make
money “but have little or no local content” due
to newsroom cuts, Doctor added.

Relief on the way? 
Some modest relief efforts are underway.

Facebook said it was committing $100 million to
help news organizations confront the crisis in-
cluding with some “emergency” grants. The Na-
tional Geographic Society launched an
emergency fund for journalists all over the world
covering COVID-19 within their own communi-

ties, with grants of between $1,000 and $8,000.
Some hard-hit outlets like free weeklies have
shut down in print or been asking readers for
contributions, while the Chicago Reader issued
a coloring book to raise funds.

The NewsGuild, which represents about
25,000 journalists at 200 outlets, called
Wednesday for a public fund to support news-
rooms and media workers to prevent layoffs,
along with tax credits and deductions for news
subscriptions. “The industry was already suffer-
ing and entered this crisis without enough work-
ers to cover this story,” the union’s president Jon
Schleuss said in a message to members. “Now,
we’re facing a possible extinction.”

The question of federal government aid is po-
litically awkward for the media, and comes amid
longstanding distrust of journalism outlets and
attacks on media by President Donald Trump.
Some outlets may be able to obtain tax credits
or other relief from the $2 trillion economic relief
package approved by Congress, yet many in the
industry say this may not avert a further erosion
of the media. The media advocacy group Free
Press said a journalism stimulus plan should in-
clude “direct, emergency subsidies” for news-
rooms and tax credits.—AFP 

Media layoffs grow
as industry pleads
for urgent relief

NEW YORK: The sun sets behind the skyline of Manhattan with Calvary Cemetery in the foreground in New
York City. —AFP 


