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New Chinese city locked down as 
first virus death abroad reported 

Death toll hits 304; authorities report 45 new deaths
BEIJING: China imposed a lockdown yesterday on a major
city far from the epicenter of a coronavirus epidemic, as
its death toll from the disease soared to 304 and the first
fatality outside the country was reported in the
Philippines. The events added to deepening concern about
the potential for the virus to spread further and more rap-
idly, as governments around the world closed their borders
to people from China. Struggling to contain the virus,
authorities virtually shut down the eastern city of
Wenzhou yesterday - some 800 kilometers from Wuhan,
the metropolis at the heart of the health emergency - clos-
ing roads and confining people to their homes. Since
emerging out of Wuhan late last year, the coronavirus has
infected nearly 14,500 people across China and reached
24 countries.

Most of the infections overseas have been in people
who had travelled from Wuhan, an industrial hub of 11 mil-
lion people, or surrounding areas of Hubei province. The
man who died in the Philippines was a 44-year-old from
Wuhan, according to the World Health Organization, which
has declared the epidemic a global health emergency.
China has embarked on unprecedented efforts to contain
the virus, which is believed to have jumped to humans from
a Wuhan animal market, and can be transmitted among
people in a similar fashion to the flu.

Lockdowns
Those efforts have included extraordinary quarantines

in Wuhan and surrounding cities, with all transport out
banned, effectively sealing-off more than 50 million peo-
ple. But 10 days after locking down Wuhan, authorities
imposed similar draconian measures on Wenzhou, a
coastal city of nine million people in Zhejiang province,
part of the eastern industrial heartland that has powered
China’s economic rise over recent decades.

Only one resident per household is allowed to go out
every two days to buy necessities, and 46 highway toll
stations have been closed, authorities announced. The city
had previously closed public places such as cinemas and
museums, and suspended public transport. Zhejiang has
661 confirmed infections, with 265 of those in Wenzhou,

according to the government. This is the highest tally for
any province in China after ground-zero Hubei.

Closing borders
Internationally, the United States, Australia, New Zealand

and Israel have banned foreign nationals from visiting if they
have been in China recently, and they have also warned their
own citizens against travelling there. Mongolia, Russia and
Nepal have closed their land borders. The number of coun-
tries reporting infections rose to 24 after Britain, Russia and
Sweden confirmed their first cases this weekend. The death
toll in China climbed to 304 yesterday after authorities
reporting 45 new deaths. There were 2,590 new confirmed
cases in China, bringing the total to nearly 14,500. The num-
ber of confirmed infections in China is far higher than the
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak of
2002-03. SARS, caused by a pathogen similar to the new
coronavirus and also originated in China, killed 774 people
worldwide - most of them in mainland China and Hong
Kong. With hospitals in Wuhan overwhelmed, China will
today open a military-led field hospital that was built in just
10 days to treat people stricken by the virus. And with the
Chinese economy suffering, the central bank announced it
would release 1.2 trillion yuan ($173 billion) today to main-
tain liquidity in the banking system — the day markets re-
open after the long holiday break.

Holiday ending 
The emergence of the virus coincided with the Lunar

New Year, when hundreds of millions travel across the
country in planes, trains and buses for family reunions. The
holiday, which was scheduled to end on Friday, was extend-
ed by three days to give authorities more time to try and
deal with the crisis. With many due back at work today,
people were starting to return on planes and trains over the
weekend, with almost everyone wearing face masks.
Custom authorities had ordered temperature checks at all
exit-entry points in Beijing, according to state media.

Returning travelers were being checked and registered
at residential compounds, while fever checks were in place
in subway stations, offices and cafes. One 22-year-old

arriving at a Beijing train station from northeastern China
said her family had urged her to delay her return. “But I
was worried it would affect my job,” she said. Security
guard Du Guiliang, 47, said he would be starting back at
work in Beijing yesterday, after returning from northeast
Liaoning province. “Many colleagues (from Hubei)
couldn’t come back. Now, those who work the day shift at
our company have to do the night shift as well,” he said.
Many businesses were to remain closed for at least anoth-
er week, however, while some major cities including
Shanghai - had also extended the holiday. Many foreign-
ers, meanwhile, have started to leave China to wait things
out abroad. “(My family) said I need to go home,” said

22-year-old South African student Jamie Bosch as she
waited for a flight out of Beijing yesterday. 

Saudi evacuates 10 students 
Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has evacuated 10 students

from the Chinese city of Wuhan where the new coron-
avirus outbreak began, Saudi state television reported
yesterday citing a Saudi diplomat. Chinese authorities
approved the special flight that flew the students to Saudi
Arabia, the report said. It did not say when the evacuation
took place. Wuhan, in China’s Hubei province, has become
the epicenter of a virus outbreak which has killed at least
304 and infected 14,000 people. — Agencies

Herbal remedies for 
the coronavirus spark 
debate in China
BEIJING: A claim by Chinese scientists that a liquid
made with honeysuckle and flowering plants could help
fight the deadly coronavirus has sparked frenzied buy-
ing of the traditional medicine, but doubts quickly
emerged. As the death toll from the SARS-like
pathogen sweeping the country continues to rise, shop-
pers have swamped pharmacies in search of
“Shuanghuanglian”.

The rush came after influential state media outlet
Xinhua reported Friday that the esteemed Chinese
Academy of Sciences had found the concoction “can
inhibit” the virus. Videos shared online showed long
lines of people in surgical masks lining up at night out-
side drug stores, purportedly in hope of snapping up
the product, despite official advice that people avoid
public gatherings to prevent infection.

It quickly sold out both online and at brick-and-
mortar stores, but responses to the remedy’s supposed
efficacy have ranged from enthusiasm to skepticism on
Weibo, China’s Twitter-like social media platform. And
state media sounded a more cautionary note on
Saturday, with broadcaster CCTV publishing an inter-
view with Zhang Boli, one of the researchers leading
outbreak containment efforts, who warned of potential
side effects from the medicine.

The People’s Daily newspaper, a government mouth-
piece, said experts advised against taking traditional
remedies without professional guidance. But the claim
comes as Beijing looks to incorporate traditional
Chinese medicine (TCM) into its nationwide fight
against the virus, which has killed more than 300 peo-
ple and infected over 14,000 in the country. yesterday
the Philippines reported the first death outside of China. 

Researchers at the state-run academy, a top govern-
ment think tank, are also studying the potential use of a
plant commonly known as Japanese knotweed to allevi-
ate symptoms. The National Health Commission on
Tuesday said TCM practitioners were among nearly
6,000 reinforcement medical personnel being sent to
Wuhan in Hubei province, ground zero of the outbreak.

‘No difference’ 
The strategy has reignited fierce and long-running

debate about the efficacy of TCM, which has a history
going back 2,400 years and remains popular in mod-
ern-day China. Marc Freard, a member of the Chinese
Medicine Academic Council of France, told AFP he
believed traditional formulations could be used to
treat people with symptoms ranging from fever to
thick phlegm.

But he warned that many remedies on the market
were of questionable quality and admitted that TCM
“lacks scientific standards of efficacy” because it
relied on “individualized treatment”. Traditional medi-
cines were widely used in China in conjunction with
Western methods during the 2003 epidemic of SARS,
or Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, which killed
774 people worldwide. But a 2012 study in the
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews found
combining Chinese and Western medicines “made no
difference” in battling the disease.

The Chinese government has increasingly promoted
traditional medicine abroad in recent years, often with
nationalistic undertones. Beijing issued its first white
paper on TCM in 2016, laying out plans to build medi-
cine centers and dispatch practitioners to developing
countries in Africa and Southeast Asia. President Xi
Jinping has called TCM a “treasure of Chinese civiliza-
tion” and said at a meeting in October that it should be
given as much weight as other treatments. China is
“working hard to spread the message internationally
about its traditional culture”, and medicine is a part of
this, Freard said. — AFP

How to survive 
coronavirus 
quarantine, the
French style 
CARRY-LE-ROUET: Twice a day they will
have their temperature taken and nurses
will check them for coronavirus symptoms:
other than that, their main concern will be
how to keep their phone charged and get
their laundry done. The 179 evacuees -
mostly made up of French nationals and
their Chinese spouses - flown back from
China were settling into their new life in
quarantine on Saturday. 

A holiday resort in the southeast of
France that will be their home for the next
two weeks. These special guests will have
the run of their seaside base in Carry-le-
Rouet, about 30 kilometers from the
Mediterranean port city of Marseille — so
long as they wear a mask. On Saturday,
their first morning there, some were up to
take in the sunrise, others sat outside in the
mild weather reading while others
explored inside the hotel complex. 

“There are worse places,” said Marc
Ziltman with a smile, as children’s shouts
echoed across the facility. “The easy solu-
tion would have been a disused barracks,”
Zilman, the senior Red Cross official on

site, pointed out. Instead, the French
authorities opted to make the evacuees
stay as comfortable as possible. “The site
needs to be as agreeable as possible
because people are going to pass 14 days
there,” he told AFP.

Gendarme patrols 
There is volleyball for the teenagers, art

classes for the toddlers and a space for the
grown-ups to relax over a coffee, making it
more holiday resort than hospital or clinic.
For the moment, no one here has shown
any symptoms that could indicate they
have caught the new coronavirus. Two
possible cases identified as the evacuees
came off their plane on Friday tested nega-
tive at La Timone hospital in Marseille.

The medical team looking after the evac-
uees is about 20 strong, including doctors,
nurses and psychologists. Backing them are
are soldiers from France’s civil security units
and 30 Red Cross volunteers, who mainly
take care of the logistics of their stay. On
their first day back on Saturday, the new
arrivals got down to solving the immediate
challenges raised by their rather hasty repa-
triation: how to do their laundry, change
their Chinese currency and get hold of ciga-
rettes. A concierge service was already up
and running to attend to their needs.

“Yesterday, they were tired, which is
quite normal,” said Zyltman. They had their
evening meal and went quietly to bed. “Now,
life is back on course and it’s going rather
well,” he added. As the special guests got
their bearings, members of France’s paramili-
tary gendarme force patrolled the site, keep-
ing careful guard at the resort’s only access
point. But they are in any case at a fairly iso-
lated site, in the middle of a pine forest, in a
cove more than 3 kilometers from the sea-
side village of Carry-le-Rouet itself.

The parents of a student flown back
from China were already outside, having
come to deliver him a travel bag with
clean clothes. They had to leave it with the
gendarmes at the entrance. But the father
seemed reassured that their son was
being looked after in France. Their son
had described the atmosphere there as
“fairly convivial”, he said. “I think they are
all relieved to be there, in very good con-
ditions, he told the journalists gathered
outside. — AFP 

US criticizes UN
aviation body’s
Twitter actions
WASHINGTON: The US State Department has criti-
cized an “outrageous” decision by a UN aviation
body to block Twitter followers who asked why it
refused to work with Taiwan. While the spread of
novel coronavirus in central China has sparked alarm
throughout Asia, it has also highlighted the self-ruled
island’s increased isolation from global bodies under
pressure from Beijing. Last month the Twitter account
of the Montreal-based International Civil Aviation
Organization (ICAO) - which does not deal with
Taipei directly and only recognizes Beijing - blocked
users who suggested it should work with Taiwan.

The state department Saturday called the ICAO’s
decision to block users, including Taiwan-China aca-
demics and analysts, “outrageous, unacceptable, and
not befitting of a UN organization.” “Freedom of
expression must always supersede the political inse-
curities of member states,” the statement said, calling
on the body to reverse the blocking. Neither the
ICAO nor the Geneva-based World Health
Organization (WHO) will deal with Taiwan directly
and only recognizes Beijing.

That is because the People’s Republic of China has
since 1971 been the only one of the two allowed a seat
at the United Nations. Taiwan - which has ten con-
firmed cases of the virus and is a significant regional
air hub - was often allowed to attend annual assem-
blies and sideline meetings of such bodies as an
observer. The coronavirus outbreak has prompted
calls for international bodies to allow the island of 23
million people to be included.

But when academics and analysts made such sug-
gestions on Twitter, many found themselves blocked
by the ICAO, which is currently headed by Fang Liu, a
former Civil Aviation of China official. — AFP

Virus won’t turn 
you into ‘zombie’
KUALA LUMPUR: The deadly coronavirus will not cause
victims to act like zombies, Malaysia’s government said on
social media, as officials act to correct the spread of misin-
formation surrounding the outbreak. As medical authori-
ties seek to contain the virus, some social media users in
Malaysia made a connection between the disease and the
walking dead. 

Malaysia’s health ministry dismissed the rumor in a
tweet, however, saying: “The claim that individuals infected
with this virus will behave like zombies is not true...
Patients can recover.” A number of posts in Malaysia on
social media have wrongly claimed the number of deaths
or infected people in the country. 

Police have arrested six people for spreading misinfor-
mation about the virus, a Malaysian Communications and
Multimedia statement said. In the latest arrest, last
Thursday, a 28-year-old woman was investigated for
“improper use of network facilities”. If convicted, she can
be fined up to 50,000 ringgit or be jailed for a year, or
both. The virus has killed more than 300 people in China
and infected thousands. Eight people in Malaysia have
been found with the virus - all Chinese nationals.

Thailand sees success 
Meanwhile, a Chinese woman infected with the new

coronavirus showed a dramatic improvement after she
was treated with a cocktail of anti-virals used to treat flu
and HIV, Thailand’s health ministry said yesterday. The
71-year-old patient tested negative for the virus 48 hours
after Thai doctors administered the combination, doctor
Kriengsak Attipornwanich during the ministry’s daily
press briefing. “The lab result of positive on the coron-
avirus turned negative in 48 hours,” Kriengsak said.
“From being exhausted before, she could sit up in bed 12
hours later.” The doctors combined the anti-flu drug
oseltamivir with lopinavir and ritonavir, anti-virals used to
treat HIV, Kriengsak said, adding the ministry was await-
ing research results to prove the findings.

The news comes as the new virus claimed its first life
outside China - a 44-year-old Chinese man who died in

the Philippines - while the death toll in China has soared
above 300. Thailand so far has detected 19 confirmed
cases of the virus believed to have originated in the cen-
tral Chinese city of Wuhan, which is under lockdown.
That is the second most number of cases outside of
China, with Japan recording 20. So far, eight patients in
Thailand have recovered and returned home, while 11
remain in hospital.

In a video released yesterday, health minister Anutin
Charnvirakul visited a patient from Wuhan who had recov-
ered from the coronavirus, chatting with her amicably in
Mandarin as she thanked him and the medical staff. Thai
authorities are trying to balance screening of inbound
Chinese visitors with the economic needs of its tourist
sector, which is heavily reliant on arrivals from the main-
land.  Messages of support saying “Our hearts to Wuhan”
in English, Chinese and Thai were plastered on a Bangkok
mall popular with tourists.  The bulk of confirmed cases
have been Chinese visitors to Thailand, but on Thursday
the kingdom recorded its first human-to-human transmis-
sion when a Thai taxi driver was diagnosed with the dis-
ease. The taxi driver had not travelled to China, but may
have had contact with tourists. — Agencies 

AIX-EN-PROVENCE: French mobile security forces arrive at the ENSOSP firemen training
center in Les Milles neighborhood in Aix-en-Provence, southern France where French citi-
zens, who are overnight repatriated by plane from the coronavirus hot zone in Wuhan in
China, are planned to be put under quarantine for 14 days. — AFP 

BEIJING: A passenger wearing a protective facemask
pushes a trolley as he arrives at the Beijing Capital
International Airport in Beijing yesterday. A virus similar to
the SARS pathogen has killed more than 300 people in
China and spread around the world since emerging in a
market in the central Chinese city of Wuhan. — AFP 

BENSLIMANE, Morocco: A Royal Air Maroc (RAM) Boeing 787-8 ‘Dreamliner’ aircraft lands at Morocco’s Benslimane
airport, reportedly carrying repatriated Moroccan citizens from China’s Wuhan province following the outbreak of
the SARS-like ‘Wuhan coronavirus.’ — AFP 


