
MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo
Duterte has told security forces they should
shoot dead anyone causing “trouble” in areas
locked down due to the coronavirus pandemic.
About half the country’s roughly 110 million
people are currently under quarantine-includ-
ing millions in deep poverty, left jobless by
tough restrictions on movement. Hours before
Duterte gave the order in a speech late
Wednesday, nearly two dozen people from a
slum community in the
capital Manila were ar-
rested for holding a
protest that accused the
government of failing to
provide food aid to the
poor. 

“My orders are to the
police and military, also
village officials, that if
there is trouble or the sit-
uation arises that people fight and your lives are
on the line, shoot them dead,” Duterte said. “In-
stead of causing trouble, I’ll send you to the
grave,” he said, adding that the outbreak is get-
ting worse more than two weeks into the lock-
down. The Philippines has so far detected 2,311

cases and reported 96 deaths, but the country
has only begun ramping up testing and so the
number of confirmed infections is expected to
keep rising. 

Duterte, who came to power in a landslide
2016 election victory, is known internationally
for his foul-mouthed tirades and deadly crack-
down on drugs, which is overwhelmingly sup-
ported by Filipinos. But critics allege that
Duterte’s drug war targets the poor and leaves

the rich and powerful un-
touched, while reinforc-
ing a culture of impunity.
The president’s latest
comments drew immedi-
ate rebuke from rights
groups who urged the
government to provide
much-needed relief sup-
plies instead of issuing
threats of violence. 

“It is deeply alarming that President Duterte
has extended a policy of shoot-to-kill... Deadly,
unchecked force should never be referred to as
a method to respond to an emergency such as
the COVID-19 pandemic,” Amnesty Interna-
tional Philippines said in a statement. As fre-

quently happens after Duterte makes an an-
nouncement that sparks concern, officials said
the president used hyperbole to make a point.
Philippine National Police Chief Archie Gamboa
said on Thursday that officers would not begin
shooting troublemakers dead. “Probably the

president just overemphasized on implementing
the law in this time of crisis,” he added. The
quarantine, which affects Manila’s 12 million
people, has shuttered most businesses and
brought nearly all social, religious and business
activity to a halt. —AFP

Japan PM offers 
masks, gets social 
media roasting
TOKYO: Facing calls to declare a coronavirus state
of emergency, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
was flamed on social media yesterday for instead of-
fering people free cloth masks, pointing to growing
frustration for some over his handling of the crisis.
Abe’s offer of masks - two per household - came the
day after experts had warned Japan was on the
brink of a medical crisis as cases rose around the
nation, especially in Tokyo. The prime minister said
on Wednesday Japan was “barely holding the line”
in its battle against the virus.

The prime minister launched his offer to send
cloth masks out while wearing one at a meeting of a
government task force late on Wednesday. The
masks will be sent to each of Japan’s more than 50
million households starting the week after next, with
areas seeing a spike in cases getting priority.

“I am wearing one too, but these cloth masks are
not disposable,” Abe said. “You can use soap to
wash and re-use them, so this should be a good re-
sponse to the sudden, huge demand for masks,” he
said, noting domestic production of disposable
masks would likely rise to 700 million in April from
600 million last month. Twitter users were scathing,
with the hashtag “#AbeMask” the top trend early
on Thursday. “Is the Japanese government for real?
This is a total waste of tax money,” wrote a user with

the handle Usube.
Government ministers including Abe have said it

was not yet time to declare a state of emergency
that would provide authorities more legal clout to
tell residents to stay home, close schools and take
other steps, but would not allow penalties in most
cases for those who defy the requests.

Though small compared with outbreaks in the
United States, Europe and China, coronavirus infec-
tions are on the rise in Japan - with some 2,500 con-
firmed cases as of yesterday morning and 70 deaths
- prompting growing expressions of concern among
social media users. Abe first appeared in public
wearing a mask on Tuesday. He wore a loose cloth
mask for parliamentary committee meetings the fol-
lowing day, sitting beside Finance Minister Taro Aso,
who appeared visibly uncomfortable in a disposable
paper mask and removed it to talk - in contravention
of recommended procedures.

After news of the offer, some Twitter users
posted doctored photographs of Abe wearing two
masks, one over his mouth and another over his eyes.
Others listed nations that are distributing subsidies
to each household and said they’d rather just get
money. The offer of two masks per household also
attracted scorn.

“If your family has more than two people, what
are you supposed to do - fight over them?” posted
user Yosuke. The proposal also came in for caustic
satire in yet another subtitled version of the global
meme based on the German war film “Downfall”.
The clip, which shows a distraught Adolf Hitler being
told, “This is not an April Fool’s joke”, had 1 million
views as of yesterday morning, and was retweeted
by the Japanese Communist Party’s second-in-com-
mand, Akira Koike. — Reuters
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MANILA: Police personnel hold up placards reminding people to stay at home amid concerns of the
spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus in Manila. — AFP 
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Trump casts 
doubt on China
virus figures
WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump
cast doubt Wednesday on the accuracy of
official Chinese figures on its coronavirus
outbreak after US lawmakers, citing an in-
telligence report, accused Beijing of a
cover up. “How do we know” if they are ac-
curate, Trump asked at a press conference.
“Their numbers seem to be a little bit on
the light side.”

Trump insisted that “the relationship with
China’s a good one” and that he remained
close to President Xi Jinping. However, con-
troversy around Beijing’s transparency has
strained ties, adding to bad feelings triggered
by a conspiracy theory in China that the US
military was to blame for the virus.

Republicans in Congress, pointing to a re-
port by Bloomberg citing US intelligence, ex-
pressed outrage that Beijing apparently
misled the international community on
China’s infections and deaths that began in
late 2019 in the city of Wuhan. China’s re-
porting has been intentionally incomplete,
with some intelligence officials describing
Beijing’s numbers as fake, reported
Bloomberg, which highlighted the classified
intelligence document sent to the White
House last week.

China has publicly reported 82,361 con-
firmed cases and 3,316 deaths as of Wednes-
day, according to a rolling tracker by Johns
Hopkins University. That compares to
206,207 cases and 4,542 deaths in the United
States, the country with the world’s largest
reported outbreak. Republican Senator Ben
Sasse attacked Beijing’s numbers as “garbage
propaganda.”

“The claim that the United States has
more coronavirus deaths than China is false,”
Sasse said in a statement. “Without com-
menting on any classified information, this
much is painfully obvious: The Chinese Com-
munist Party has lied, is lying, and will con-
tinue to lie about coronavirus to protect the
regime.” In a statement responding to the re-
port, Michael McCaul, top Republican on the
House Foreign Affairs Committee, said China
is “not a trustworthy partner” in the fight
against COVID-19.

“They lied to the world about the human-
to-human transmission of the virus, silenced
doctors and journalists who tried to report
the truth, and are now apparently hiding the
accurate number of people impacted by this
disease,” McCaul said.

He and other lawmakers have called on the
State Department to launch an investigation into
what he called China’s “cover up” of the pan-
demic. On Tuesday a member of Trump’s coro-
navirus task force, doctor Deborah Birx, said the
medical community saw China’s outbreak as
“serious but smaller than anyone expected be-
cause I think probably we were missing a sig-
nificant amount of the data.” — AFP


