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Meanwhile, authorities surrounded Jleeb Al-

Shuyoukh and Mahboula, which were placed under 
lockdown yesterday to prevent a steep rise of 
coronavirus cases among expat workers. Hundreds 
of thousands of low-paid expats live in the two 
areas. Al-Qabas daily quoted official sources as 
saying the army was assigned to cordon off Jleeb 
Al-Shuyoukh, home to the largest concentration of 
Asian expats, while the police and National Guard 
are guarding Mahboula. 

The government also extended a public holiday 
by two weeks until April 26 as precautionary meas-
ures against the coronavirus. It also extended the 
partial curfew by two hours in the morning to run 
from 5 pm until 6 am until further notice. The interi-
or minister urged people to stay indoors even dur-
ing non-curfew hours. “The decision to isolate (the 
two area areas) is in order to test everyone in there 
and treat them so it does not impact other areas,” 
KUNA reported the interior minister as saying. 

The manpower authority said yesterday a number 
of companies had shifted their workers from Jleeb 
Al-Shuyoukh and Mahboula to new buildings in 
Jahra. Head of the authority Ahmad Al-Mousa said 
the authority will take immediate action against 
these companies by disconnecting power from the 

buildings, besides taking other measures. He said the 
authority has obliged companies to provide essential 
medical items like masks, gloves and disinfectants to 
buildings housing 250 workers and more. 

Saudi Arabia placed its capital Riyadh and other 
big cities under a 24-hour curfew on Monday, 
locking down much of the population as the largest 
Gulf Arab country expanded efforts to stem the 
spread of the new coronavirus. The new curfew 
applies to the cities of Riyadh, Tabuk, Dammam, 
Dahran, Hofuf, and the provinces of Jeddah, Taif, 
Qatif and Khobar, a statement from the interior 
ministry said. 

Entry to or exit from those areas will not be 
allowed, except for vital workers. Residents are 
allowed to leave their homes for medical or food 
needs inside their residential area and between 6 
am and 3 pm only. Saudi Arabia reported four 
more deaths from the virus on Monday, bringing 
the total death toll there to 38. The government on 
Thursday imposed a 24-hour curfew in the holy 
cities of Makkah and Madinah. Saudi’s eastern oil-
producing province of Qatif, where the kingdom’s 
first coronavirus cases were reported among Shiite 
pilgrims returning from Iran, has been on lock-
down for four weeks. 

Countries of the six-member Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) have recorded almost 8,000 cases 
of infection and 60 deaths. The United Arab 
Emirates reported 277 new coronavirus cases, its 
biggest daily jump, and one new death. Dubai has 
also sealed off a densely populated neighborhood 
where many blue-collar workers live. In total, the 
UAE has recorded 2,076 coronavirus cases and 11 

deaths. A ministry of health spokeswoman said the 
rise in case numbers in recent days was due to 
increased numbers of tests being carried out.  

Meanwhile, human rights groups have called on 
the energy-rich Gulf states to release peaceful 
political activists from jail and scale back detention 
of migrant workers, to limit the spread of coron-
avirus. Hundreds of human rights defenders, 
peaceful activists and opposition members have 
been in jail for years in the six GCC states. The 
region, which takes in Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, also 
detains thousands of expatriate workers for violat-
ing strict residency regulations. 

“As the coronavirus pandemic rages on, Gulf 
states should take prompt measures to protect the 
health and rights of detainees and staff in immigra-
tion detention centers, including by releasing peo-
ple and finding alternatives to detention,” Human 
Rights Watch said yesterday. “Many migrant work-
ers in the Gulf, especially those who are undocu-
mented through no fault of their own or have fled 
unscrupulous employers, are in prolonged pre-
deportation detention in overcrowded, unhygienic 
conditions,” said its deputy Middle East director 
Michael Page. 

Almost half of the GCC population of 52 million 
are expatriates, hailing mostly from South Asia, the 
Philippines or within the Arab world. As the pandemic 
spreads, Gulf states have adopted draconian meas-
ures. Saudi Arabia has imposed a 24-hour curfew on 
most of the country. Dubai too has rolled out a round-
the-clock curfew while Kuwait has announced a lock-
down on two areas densely populated with expats. 

Some 8,400 coronavirus cases and 60 deaths 
have been reported in the GCC states. A majority 
of the cases in Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are among foreigners. On April 1, Kuwait 
offered expat workers living illegally in the country 
a one-month amnesty to leave, with a free air tick-
et and without paying delay fines. Some 150,000 
people are expected to benefit from the offer. 

HRW said people in immigration detention in 
Gulf states pending deportation should be given 
non-custodial alternatives due to the health risks 
and global travel restrictions. The New York-based 
watchdog also urged Gulf governments to consid-
er extending visas to ensure that expats retain 
their legal residency at a time when they cannot 
travel home freely. Overcrowding is a serious and 
recurring problem in many of the Gulf states’ pris-
ons and detention centers, it said. 

A group of 20 human rights organizations, 
including Amnesty International and HRW, have 
urged Bahrain to immediately release peaceful 
activists still behind bars. Last month, Bahrain 
freed 901 prisoners on “humanitarian grounds” 
and 585 others were given non-custodial sen-
tences. The groups called for the release of oppo-
sition leaders, activists and journalists who remain 
behind bars. HRW has also called on UAE authori-
ties to “unconditionally release people detained 
unlawfully, including those detained for peaceful 
dissent.” Amnesty International and the Gulf 
Centre for Human Rights highlighted the plight of 
Ahmed Mansoor, a prominent human rights activist 
who has been held in solitary confinement for 
three years.
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He had already spent a night in hospital after 

being admitted for tests on Sunday amid concerns 
that, 10 days since being diagnosed with COVID-
19, he still had persistent symptoms including a 
cough and high temperature. 

The 55-year-old is the most high-profile world 
leader to become infected with coronavirus, and 
his transfer to intensive care is unprecedented for 
a prime minister during a national emergency. 
Messages of support for Johnson flooded in from 
across Britain and the world. Cabinet minister 
Michael Gove said yesterday that the prime minis-
ter had been given “some oxygen support” but “he  
has not been on a ventilator” - although one is 
available if he needs it. In a round of broadcast 
interviews, Gove insisted the “work of government 
goes on”. 

But Britain does not have a formal constitutional 
role of deputy prime minister, and it is not clear 
that Raab himself has the power to take big deci-
sions if required. Johnson tweeted from his hospi-
tal bed on Monday lunchtime, saying he was in 
“good spirits”, and his spokesman said he 
remained in touch with his team. But his condition 
then rapidly went downhill, with Downing Street 
announcing that he had been moved to intensive 
care at about 7 pm (1800 GMT) in St Thomas’ 
Hospital. At the time, he was said to be conscious. 

The pandemic’s relentless death march across 
the planet has already claimed more than 73,000 
victims out of 1.32 million confirmed cases, with 
warnings that much worse is yet to come. A record 
new surge of 833 deaths in France and a jump in 
the Italian death toll on Monday doused tentative 
hopes of a beginning to the end of the agony in 
European hotspots. And the United States record-
ed 1,150 deaths over 24 hours, Johns Hopkins 

University said. 
However, glimmers of hope flickered in the daily 

diet of deadly statistics, with US President Donald 
Trump tweeting there was “light at the end of the 
tunnel”. In New York state, the US epicenter of the 
crisis, the rate of growth in the death toll appeared 
to be slowing, although state Governor Andrew 
Cuomo warned that “now is not the time to be lax”. 
“New York City is fighting back. We have an invis-
ible enemy. We have a ferocious enemy. But this 
city is fighting back with everything we’ve got,” 
said mayor Bill de Blasio. 

In China, where the virus originated late last 
year, there were no new deaths reported for the 
first time. But amid fears of a second wave in Asia, 
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was expected 
to declare a state of emergency later yesterday as 
cases spike, especially in Tokyo. Singapore’s usual-
ly bustling business district fell silent as most 
workplaces closed to stem the spread amid a new 
surge of cases in the city-state. 

The virus is stretching medical facilities to the 
limit and the World Health Organization warned 
there was a global shortage of six million nurses. 
People around the world have been forced to 
improvise as supplies run short, with bodies 
packed in cardboard coffins in Ecuador and a 
mosque converted into a makeshift mask factory in 
Iran. Undertakers in New York are so overworked 
that a city official raised the possibility of carrying 
out temporary burials in a public park. 

“Trenches will be dug for 10 caskets in a line. It 
will be done in a dignified, orderly and temporary 
manner. But it will be tough for NYers to take,” 
tweeted Mark Levine. Funeral home director Pat 
Marmo from New York city said: “It’s almost like 
9/11, going on for days and days and days,” refer-
ring to the terror attacks on the city in 2001. 

As hospitals overflow, the Cathedral Church of 
St John the Divine in Manhattan is being converted 
to handle at least 200 patients beneath its stained-
glass windows. “In earlier centuries, cathedrals 
were always used this way, like during the plague. 
So this is not outside the experience of being a 
cathedral, it is just new to us,” cathedral dean 

Clifton Daniel told the New York Times. 
Governments around the world are scrambling 

to put together rescue packages to stem the eco-
nomic damage from effectively shutting down 
global commerce, as fears loom of a devastating 
recession. Japan has promised a $1-trillion stimu-
lus package, nearly twice as large as measures 
taken during the 2008 financial crisis and a stag-
gering 20 percent of GDP in the world’s third-top 
economy. 

With the ink barely dry on a $2-trillion eco-
nomic rescue package passed by Congress, Trump 
said he favored another massive spending pro-
gram, again roughly $2 trillion, but this time tar-
geting infrastructure projects. “We built the great-
est economy in the world. I’ll do it a second time,” 
he said. 

EU finance ministers are expected to clinch a 
deal to use the eurozone’s 410-billion-euro bailout 
fund to fight the virus but the bloc remains divided 
on pooling debt to issue “coronabonds”. But 
France warned it was heading for its worst reces-
sion since World War II and German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel said the European Union was fac-
ing its “biggest test” since its founding in 1957. 

Analysts at Oxford Economics said the pan-
demic “may trigger annual GDP declines among 
the worst seen in the last 100 years” with millions 
of jobs being shed around the world. However, 
stock markets chose to see the glass half-full on 
Monday, with the Dow Jones index soaring 1,600 
points as traders saw hope the pandemic was 
reaching its apex. 

And away from the multi-billion packages and 
Wall Street swings, the coronavirus is affecting 
millions of ordinary people trying to make ends 
meet. On a usually bustling wharf in Senegal’s 
capital Dakar, 23-year-old fishmonger Galaye 
Sarr said his produce normally gets exported to 
Italy but trade has dried up. “The boats have 
been docked for a long time, all because of the 
coronavirus. And even if they go and catch fish, 
we can’t sell it,” he told AFP. “We’re still trying to 
keep going, hoping that one day God will rid us 
of the curse.” —  Agencies 
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 Health journal, said that as of March 18, some 107 

countries had implemented national schools closures. 
To analyze the potential impact, Viner’s team 

reviewed 16 previous studies, including nine which 
looked at school closures during the 2003 outbreak 
of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome - a respirato-
ry disease caused by a coronavirus similar to the one 
that causes COVID-19. Data from the SARS out-
break in China, Hong Kong and Singapore suggested 
school closures “did not contribute to control of the 
epidemic”, they said in a summary of the review. 

Experts not directly involved in the research said 
its findings were important and confirmed what many 
suspected: That the public health benefits of school 
closures were not proportionate to the social and 
economic costs for affected children and families. 
“This work suggests that ... schools could, and 
should, begin to reopen as soon as practicable after 
the initial wave of cases has passed through,” said 
Robert Dingwall, a professor of sociology at Britain’s 
Nottingham Trent University. 

Viner said the findings suggest countries should 
now “ask hard questions about when and how to 
open schools”. He said other measures, such as stag-
gering school start and break times, closing school 
playgrounds and minimizing the movement of chil-
dren between classes could be considered to reduce 
the risk of COVID-19 spreading.  

Meanwhile, spring graduation ceremonies in 
Japan have been cancelled because of the coron-
avirus pandemic, but students at one school were 
able to attend remotely by controlling avatar robots 
while logged on at home. The robots, dubbed 
“Newme” by developer ANA Holdings, were dressed 
in graduation caps and gowns for the ceremony at 
the Business Breakthrough University in Tokyo. 

The robots’ “faces” were tablets that displayed the 
faces of the graduates, who logged on at home and 
controlled the robots via their laptops. One by one, 
the robots motored toward the podium to receive 
their diplomas.  — Reuters  

School closures  
have little impact...

TEHRAN: At a Tehran mosque con-
verted into a factory, women volun-
teers who would normally attend to 
visitors to the old battlefields of the 
Iran-Iraq war have joined the fight 
against coronavirus. Lined up like 
factory workers, around 15 women 
have taken up positions in front of 
table-top sewing machines to pro-
duce face masks. But instead of 
overal ls they are clad in black 
chadors, for they are members of the 
Basij, a volunteer militia loyal to 
Iran’s Islamic establishment. 

And in a sign of the times for Iran, 
one of the countries worst-hit by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, almost all of 
the women are wearing masks. “Our 
group used to go to the battlefields 
of the Iran-Iraq war every year to 
serve visitors,” Fatemeh Saidi, a 27-
year-old woman involved in the Basij 
with her husband, told AFP. The 
group of about 40 women travels 
annually to the battlefields of the 
1980-1988 war that youths visit dur-
ing the Persian New Year holidays 
as part of their education. 

“This  year, because of  the 
spread of  coronavirus , t ravel 
between cities was banned and we 
were not able to go there,” said 
Saidi. “So we came here to serve 
our compatriots. We’ve been work-
ing on this for more than a month,” 
she added. It’s a task they see as 
their role in the national effort to 

combat the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has claimed more than 3,700 
lives in Iran. 

“Our situation is doubly difficult 
since we are facing both the sanc-
tions and the coronavirus,” 
President Hassan Rouhani said on 
Monday, referring to the punitive 
measures the US has reimposed on 
Iran since pulling out of a nuclear 
deal in 2018. The national and for-
eign media were invited to the 
Imamzadeh-Masum mosque in a 
southwestern district of the Iranian 
capital where the women have been 
working. 

As the seamstresses stitch, a team 
is in charge of cutting out and sort-
ing the masks, which are placed in 
buckets. Other women fold and 
arrange the printed sheets of mate-
rial as they are produced. In another 
room of the place of worship, men 
sitting on prayer mats make plastic 
gloves with rudimentary heat-seal-
ing devices. “We distribute these 
products to hospitals and deprived 
areas in Tehran and several other 
cities,” Saidi explained. 

One of the volunteers made no 
secret of the religious reasons for 
her contribution. For her, it was 
the same as “making the heart of 
Imam Zaman  happy” , ano ther 
name for the Mahdi, the last of 
the 12 holy imams venerated by 
Shiite Islam in Iran. — AFP 

Mosque converted into mask  
factory in coronavirus-hit Iran 

TEHRAN: Iranian women, members of paramilitary organization Basij, make facemasks and other protective items at a mosque in the capi-
tal on April 5, 2020. — AFP


