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Gazan bridegrooms end up 
in prison over unpaid debts

Palestinians’ love of big weddings proving very costly in Gaza
GAZA: Bridegrooms in the Gaza Strip are finding mar-
riage a path to debtors’ prison rather than to happi-
ness. Wedding celebrations cost around $10,000 in the
Palestinian enclave, but a tradition of strong family ties
and large gatherings often trumps financial common
sense. So with unemployment in Gaza topping 50%
and the economy in a parlous state, many bridegrooms
turn for help to money-lending associations that offer
wedding loans ranging from $2,000 to $4,000, but
repayment often becomes impossible. A spokesman for
the police in Gaza, which is governed by the Islamist
Hamas group, said that of 100,000 debt-default cases
opened last year, 22% involved marriage loans.

Eyad al-Zahar said he had turned into “a regular
visitor to prison” since taking such a loan. Now a
father of two, Zahar, 24, used to install marble tiles but
is now unemployed. “I sold my wife’s jewelry, my wash-
ing machine and the boiler,” he told Reuters, sitting on
a chair in a room otherwise empty of furniture. As he
spoke, rain leaked through the metal ceiling and his
family scurried to place plastic pots to catch the drops.
Zahar said he had been jailed at least five times for fail-
ing to repay his loan, spending 10 to 12 days behind
bars each time until someone bailed him out.

Salama Al-Ewadi, director of the Farha Society,
which lends money to help facilitate marriages, said
some 20 groups like his own had shut down because of
poor repayment rates. Amid crushing hardship in the

territory, Ewadi said business had been falling off, even
at marriage loan societies. “We used to have 50 clients
per month. In 2019 the number ranged between 15 and
five,” he said. Currently, his office is pursuing legal
action against 120 clients, and another 600 have fallen
behind in their repayments.

‘There will be an explosion’
Three wars between Israel and Gaza militants, tight

Israeli restrictions along the Gaza border and divisions
between Hamas, which has run Gaza since 2007, and
the West Bank-based Palestinian Authority of
President Mahmoud Abbas have deepened the eco-
nomic crisis. In a bid to squeeze Hamas, Abbas has
slashed salaries of tens of thousands of PA-hired
workers in Gaza and suspended those of others.
Hamas, considered a terrorist group by the West, has
been unable to pay full salaries to its own 40,000
public employees for many years.

Local economists said nearly 1,000 small to large
businesses had shut their doors in 2018 and 2019.
Naeem Al-Siksik, CEO of one of the largest plumbing
and infrastructure companies in Gaza and the West
Bank, said the firm that once employed 400 people was
now down to 146 and was struggling to stay in busi-
ness. “People are melting down. If things do not
improve there will be an explosion here because peo-
ple have nothing to lose,” he said. — Reuters

China hunts for 
travelers from 
virus epicenter 
BEIJING: Communities in China are offering cash
rewards, knocking on doors and questioning people
trying to enter their neighborhoods-but they’re not
looking for criminals. They’re searching for anyone
coming from Wuhan, the central city at the epicenter of
a deadly virus epidemic that has sparked fear-even
panic-in China and beyond. The end of the extended
Lunar New Year holiday this weekend has raised con-
cerns that the new coronavirus could spread further as
people travel across the country.

In Beijing, neighborhoods have sealed themselves
off-some with homemade barriers-to force visitors or
anyone returning home from the holiday to register
their travel history. One district in northern Shijiazhuang
city is even offering cash incentives of 2,000 yuan
($288) for reporting anyone who has travelled to
Wuhan in the past two weeks.

For some communities, anyone who has visited cen-
tral Hubei province-of which Wuhan is the capital-is no
longer welcome at all. “Even if you live here, you can’t
enter,” said a security guard at the entrance of a Beijing
neighborhood when asked about returning Hubei resi-
dents. “Those from Hubei could bring the infection
here,” he told AFP, wearing a blue mask. “If you’re from
Hubei, you have to notify the neighborhood committee.”

China has scrambled to contain the epidemic by
halting transport from Wuhan, suspending overseas
tour groups, cutting long-distance bus routes, and sus-
pending thousands of trains. But the virus has continued
to spread, killing more than 360 people and infecting
more than 17,000 across the country. Most of those
infections - 11,177 - are in Hubei. All but one of the 57
deaths reported on Monday were in the province.
Beijing, in comparison, has reported 191 cases.

A week ago, China’s health commission urged vil-
lages around the country to leave “no blind spots” when
investigating where people have travelled. But with the
holiday ending on Monday, local governments are under
pressure to root out those who have visited the hard-hit
province of Hubei. “If they look unfamiliar or are drag-
ging a suitcase, I’ll ask them to register,” said a woman
working at a compound in Beijing. “I’m pretty worried,”
she added, only offering her surname, Mei.

‘Bottom-up’ tracking 
Though some neighborhoods have taken the extreme

stance of blocking visitors or residents from Hubei, many
will allow travelers back in-but monitor them stringently
over a two-week quarantine period. Once back in their
homes, “they cannot go in and out,” explained Xu Aimin,
secretary of a neighborhood in Beijing.

If they need to buy food, the neighborhood commit-
tee can do that for them, she explained. Residents from
Hubei province also receive daily phone calls and have
their temperature recorded during quarantine, she
added. According to Xu, her neighborhood committee-
which manages an apartment complex of more than
2,400 households-has knocked on every door to check
each residents’ records. “Our information is bottom-up”,
she told AFP, adding that they also check travel histories.

“We want to let everyone become a source of infor-
mation,” Xu said. If residents “don’t trust the person
next door, they should promptly call (the neighborhood
committee)”. The virus has already spread in large num-
bers across China, despite drastic government lock-
down measures in Hubei, highlighting the challenge of
countering a pathogen like this. On Sunday, authorities
announced lockdown measures for Wenzhou, a city of
nine million people that has reported hundreds of infec-
tions. Wenzhou is more than 800 kilometers by road
from Wuhan.

But the rush to close off neighborhoods to outside
visitors could also create a backlash from frustrated
residents. It is a concern shared by the Beijing govern-
ment, which on Saturday reminded community leaders
they had “no power” to stop people from entering their
neighborhood once they had passed a temperature
check. Still, that hasn’t quelled fears about the increased
risk of infection from travelers returning home.  Gou
Hairong, a woman returning to Beijing from Chengdu,
southwestern Sichuan province, told AFP on Sunday
that she had been barred from her compound. Stranded
at the Beijing West railway station, the 24-year-old said
her neighborhood had told her she was “not allowed in
at all”. “If they really don’t let me back in, I’m prepared
to buy another ticket home,” she said. — AFP

Chinese turn to
social media to
feed stranded pets
in the virus city
BEIJING: China’s unprecedented quaran-
tining of virus-hit Wuhan has separated
millions from their families-and many from
their pets, prompting worried owners and
kind strangers to take to social media to
ensure left-behind animals are looked after.
The virus that has killed more than 360 in
China emerged during the Lunar New Year
when hundreds of millions were travelling
across the country, and the subsequent
lockdown on Wuhan and central Hubei
province has left many stranded.

The hashtag “save the pets left behind
in Wuhan” became the third-most
searched term on the Twitter-like Weibo
platform yesterday, receiving millions of
views from those unable to return to the
city, where the virus is believed to have
originated, and others willing to help.
“Please help me feed my cat”, one user
posted on January 30. Yesterday, he used
the hashtag to post the happy news he had

found a “young man” who had agreed to
go and feed his cat Maomao. “In the video
chat, after the man opened the door
Maomao meowed so miserably, no one has
been home for more than a dozen days...”
he said.

More than 2,000 people also joined a
group created by the Wuhan Small Animal
Protection Association on Chinese chat
app QQ to look for “kind-hearted people”
willing to feed pets left behind in Wuhan
by owners unable to enter the city. One

member yesterday asked if anyone would
be willing to feed a pet snake. “I’m worried
to death” the user, who posted anony-
mously, said. “I didn’t let him hibernate this
winter because he’s a baby snake.” That
post had no takers as of yesterday.

“If any cats and dogs are stranded and
you can let me in, I can help you feed them
on livestream,” wrote Katherine Cui in
eastern Zhejiang province-where the city
of Wenzhou was placed under a similar
lockdown to Wuhan on Sunday. “I have
many pets at home, and plenty of cat food,
dog food and kitty litter, I know too well
how important fur babies are.” The drive to
save pets comes after multiple Chinese
media reports said apartment complexes
had banned pets to stop the spread of the
virus, as well as unverified reports that
people had thrown animals to their deaths
for similar reasons.

While the novel coronavirus is believed
to have crossed over from animals to
humans at a Wuhan market known for sell-
ing live wildlife, the World Health
Organization has said on its Weibo account
there is “no evidence that dogs, cats and
other pets can catch the novel coron-
avirus.” China is home to a growing popu-
lation of pet owners, with pet-related
spending in China reaching 170.8 billion
yuan ($23.7 billion) in 2018, according to a
report by Pet Fair Asia and pet website
Goumin.com. — AFP 

First UN ‘mercy 
flight’ leaves the 
rebel-held Sanaa
SANAA: Children in critical need of medical care
were evacuated yesterday from Yemen’s rebel-held
capital Sanaa, in what the United Nations hopes will
be the first of many mercy flights. Seven young
patients and their families had gathered at Sanaa air-
port, closed to commercial flights since 2016, clutch-
ing their transport documents for the trip to Amman.

“This is the first of what we hope and believe will
be many flights,” said UN Resident Coordinator for
Yemen Lise Grande. “It’s a very important day, it’s a
day of hope. It shows that everyone wants the people
who need help to get that help,” she told reporters.
“The key is to have many flights, bigger planes, so
that the people who need aid can get to the places
where they will receive it.”

Yemen’s internationally recognized government,
backed by a Saudi-led military coalition, has been
fighting Iran-backed Houthi rebels since 2014 when
they seized control of the capital. In November, the
coalition-which controls Yemen’s airspace-said
patients needing medical care would be allowed to fly
out of Sanaa. The move was among confidence-build-
ing measures aimed at ending the five-year war that
has killed thousands of people and displaced millions
in what the UN has termed the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis. 

‘We are overjoyed’ 
One of the children waiting for the evacuation

flight, Abdullah Abed, is suffering from kidney failure
and needs an organ transplant, his father said. “We
are overjoyed,” Abed Ali Murshid said. “Today is the
start of the air bridge that we have been waiting for
two years.” “Severe diseases in Yemen are many, and
people need to travel. The United Nations must oper-
ate the air bridge regularly, send abroad patients suf-
fering from diseases, open Sanaa airport, and end the
blockade of Yemen,” he said.

The Houthis on Sunday criticized the evacuation
plan as inadequate for the needs of thousands of sick
people in urgent need of medical care. “The World
Health Organization said it will transport via a small
UN plane only seven patients with their escorts per
flight,” the rebels said, in a statement carried by their
Al-Masira television. “The number of people signed
up for medical evacuations are around 32,000
patients with serious illnesses.” The Norwegian
Refugee Council welcomed the start of the humani-
tarian airlift, saying thousands of Yemenis had been
handed down a “death sentence” when the coalition
closed down Sanaa airport. — AFP

Chinese tourism; main 
engine of global travel
PARIS: The impact of the current health crisis on Chinese
foreign tourism is likely to be worse than during the SARS
epidemic in 2002/2003 or the swine flu crisis in 2009,
simply because so many more Chinese people travel
abroad for pleasure than back then. Their country is now
the top contributor to world tourism. 

But in response to the spread of a novel coronavirus,
Chinese authorities have suspended package holidays and
advised nationals to avoid foreign travel. Curbs and can-
cellations affecting commercial flights to and from China
are also weighing on traveler numbers. Here are some facts
about the worldwide role of Chinese tourism.  

Chinese tourism rules
Mainland China with its 1.3 billion inhabitants is the top

contributor to world tourism numbers with 150 million for-
eign trips in 2018. Only about 10 percent of China’s popu-
lation actually hold a passport.

Where they go   
Most Chinese tourists go elsewhere in Asia, most often

to Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan, Thailand, South Korea and
Vietnam. When they venture further afield it’s usually to

Europe, the United States or Australia. France is their top
destination in Europe, with 2.2 million Chinese visitors in
2018, followed by Germany, Italy and the UK, according to
the European Travel Commission. Most first-time Chinese
visitors to Europe pack several countries into their itiner-
ary, typically as part of a package tour, says Atout France,
an agency promoting French holiday destinations.

Big spenders    
Chinese holiday makers spend more on average than

any other nationality on their trips, around $1,850 per per-
son per year. They overtook both the Americans and the
Germans as the highest-spending tourists as early as 2012,
according to the World Tourism Organization, a UN
agency. Total Chinese spending on foreign tourist trips
amounted to $277.3 billion in 2018. In Europe, Chinese
visitors account for around 30 percent of duty-free sales,
according to sector specialists Planet.

The damage last time   
The global impact on world tourism of the H1N1 swine

flu epidemic that broke out in 2009 is estimated at $55
billion, according to the World Travel and Tourism Council
(WTTC), an industry body. The impact of the SARS out-
break in 2002 and 2003 is estimated at between $30 bil-
lion and $50 billion. Chinese tourism-linked companies
contributed 25 percent less to GDP than usual because of
the health crisis, and the sector lost 2.8 million jobs,
according to the WTTC. — AFP 

BEIJING: A man wearing a protective facemask walks on a pedestrian crossing 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 

BANGKOK: People with protective facemasks wait at a crossroad in downtown Bangkok. Thailand so far has
detected 19 confirmed cases of the novel coronavirus believed to have originated in the central Chinese city of
Wuhan, which is under lockdown. — AFP 

KHAN YUNIS: A woman rides in the back of a motorcycle cart next to food packages as people come to receive food
aid from a United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) distribution centre in the Khan Yunis camp for
Palestinian refugees. — AFP 


