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MP Saadoun Hammad called on the foreign ministry 

to evacuate Kuwaiti citizens from China and for the 
government to halt flights arriving from there. He asked 
the minister if quarantine rooms have been established 
at the airport and other entry points. He also inquired if 
schools have taken sufficient precautions. MP Abdullah 
Fahhad called for strengthening monitoring at the air-
port and border posts and for carefully monitoring 
Jleeb Al-Shuyoukh. But a majority of lawmakers 
praised the health ministry for taking sufficient meas-
ures to prevent the disease from reaching Kuwait.  

Meanwhile, three more Asian countries confirmed 
coronavirus infections yesterday among citizens who 
had not travelled to China, as Hong Kong reported its 
first death from the disease and millions more people in 
Chinese cities were ordered to stay indoors. The toll in 
mainland China soared to 425 after 64 more people 
died, the biggest single day tally since the first fatalities 
emerged last month. 

More than 20 countries have confirmed cases of the 
virus, prompting the World Health Organization (WHO) to 
declare a global health emergency, several governments to 
institute travel restrictions, and airlines to suspend flights 
to and from China. But it has continued to spread with 
Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand yesterday reporting 
new infections that were not imported from China. 

In a sign of growing concern about a spread to other 
densely-populated Chinese metropolitan areas, author-
ities in three cities in eastern Zhejiang province - 
including one near Shanghai - limited the number of 
people allowed to leave their homes. Three districts in 
Hangzhou - including the area where the main office of 
Chinese tech giant Alibaba is based - now allow only 
one person per household to go outside every two days 
to buy necessities, affecting some three million people. 

The city is only 175 km southwest of the financial 
hub of Shanghai, which has reported more than 200 
cases, including one death, so far. Similar measures 
were imposed in Taizhou and three districts in Ningbo, 
covering a total population of nine million people. Days 
before, similar restrictions were placed on Wenzhou, 
home to another nine million. Zhejiang has confirmed 
829 cases - the highest number outside the central 
province of Hubei, whose capital, Wuhan, is the epicen-
ter of the outbreak. 

The disease is believed to have emerged in 
December in a Wuhan market that sold wild animals, 
and spread rapidly as people travelled for the Lunar 
New Year holiday in late January. China has struggled to 
contain the virus despite enacting unprecedented meas-
ures, including virtually locking down more than 50 mil-

lion people in Hubei. On Sunday the Philippines report-
ed the first death abroad: A Chinese man who had come 
from Wuhan. However, the WHO said yesterday that the 
outbreak does not yet constitute a “pandemic”. 

The death of the 39-year-old man in Hong Kong 
came as the semi-autonomous city closed all but two 
land crossings with the Chinese mainland. Hong Kong 
media said the man had underlying health issues that 
complicated his treatment. He had visited Wuhan last 
month and his 72-year-old mother was also infected. 
The financial hub has been particularly on edge over 
the virus as it has revived memories of the Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak of 
2002-03, which killed nearly 300 people in the city and 
349 people in the mainland. 

“We can’t rule out the possibility that there will be 
massive transmission in the near future,” said Chuang 
Shuk Kwan, an official from Hong Kong’s Centre for 
Health Protection. With more than 20,400 confirmed 
infections in China, health officials noted yesterday 
that the mortality rate for the new coronavirus stood 
at 2.1 percent, with most victims either old or with 
underlying health problems. SARS killed nearly 10 
percent of patients. 

Singapore announced yesterday its first four cases 
of people being infected locally, taking the total num-
ber of infections in the city-state to 24. “There is as yet 
no evidence of widespread sustained community 
transmission in Singapore,” the health ministry said in a 
statement. In another example of growing global anxi-
ety, Japan has quarantined a cruise ship carrying 3,711 
people and was testing those onboard for the virus 
after a former passenger was diagnosed with the ill-
ness in Hong Kong. 

Macau, China’s semi-autonomous gambling hub that 
is popular with mainland Chinese visitors, decided to 
temporarily close all of its casinos for at least two 
weeks. And the UK’s Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab 
on Tuesday advised Britons to leave China, “if they can” 
to minimize their risk of exposure to the virus. 

China’s Communist leadership made a rare admission 
of fallibility on Monday, acknowledging “shortcomings 
and difficulties exposed in the response to the epidem-
ic”. The elite Politburo Standing Committee called for 
improvements to the “national emergency management 
system” at the meeting, according to the official Xinhua 
news agency. The government also said it “urgently” 
needed medical equipment such as surgical masks, pro-
tective suits, and safety goggles as it battles to control 
the outbreak. 

Most of the deaths have been in Wuhan and the rest 
of surrounding Hubei province, which has largely been 
under lockdown for almost two weeks. A 1,000-bed 
field hospital in Wuhan built from scratch within two 
weeks to relieve overburdened medical facilities started 
receiving patients yesterday, with a second makeshift 
hospital due to open later this week. A cultural building, 
an exhibition center and a gymnasium have also been 
converted into improvised clinics with 3,400 beds. 
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already recognized a Palestinian state, although the 

bloc as a whole says this is a matter to be resolved in 
peace talks. The EU condemned Trump’s decision in 
2017 to recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, saying 
Washington had compromised its position as a media-
tor for peace.  

Meanwhile, Sudan’s leader yesterday briefed the 
country’s ruling body after the Israeli prime minister 
said the two had discussed normalizing bilateral ties 
after decades of hostility. On Monday, Benjamin 
Netanyahu’s office said he had met General Abdel 
Fattah Al-Burhan, chairman of Sudan’s ruling sovereign 
council, in the Ugandan city of Entebbe in a previously 
unannounced meeting. Israel remains technically at war 
with Sudan, which supported hardline Islamist forces 
during the decades-long reign of autocrat Omar Al-
Bashir, who was ousted amid mass protests last year. 

The Palestinian leadership has denounced Burhan’s 
talks with Netanyahu which came days after the Israeli 
leader and US President Donald Trump unveiled a con-
troversial plan to resolve the Middle East dispute that is 
widely seen as skewed towards Israel. Netanyahu’s 
office said Monday that he and the Sudanese general 
had “agreed to start cooperation leading to normaliza-
tion of the relationship between the two countries”. 

Sudan’s cabinet said it had been unaware of such 
talks and convened yesterday to discuss the issue. 
Sudan’s sovereign council, a transitional body of civil-
ians and military officials led by Burhan, also held a 
meeting where the issue was being discussed, a source 
told AFP. The source said Burhan, who had now 
returned from Entebbe, was briefing the council about 
his meeting with Netanyahu. 

Netanyahu’s office said on Monday that he believed 
post-Bashir Sudan is headed “in a new positive direc-

tion” and that he had also expressed this view to US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo. “Burhan is eager to 
help his country modernize by taking it out of isolation 
and putting it on the world’s map,” it said. The Uganda 
meeting came after Sudan said Pompeo had invited 
Burhan to Washington for an official visit, the first such 
invitation to a Sudan ruler in more than three decades. 
The United States still classifies Sudan as a state spon-
sor of terrorism, a legacy from the rule of Bashir who in 
the 1990s welcomed Osama bin Laden. 

Late on Monday, Sudan’s government spokesman 
Faisal Mohamed Salih said the cabinet had only learned 
of the meeting at Entebbe through the media. “We, the 
members of the cabinet, were not notified or consulted 
about this meeting,” Salih said in a statement. Sudan 
under Bashir was part of the decades-long Arab boy-
cott of Israel over the Jewish state’s treatment of the 
Palestinians. The Palestinians have been seeking a unit-
ed front since Trump last week unveiled his Middle East 
plan. The initiative gave the Jewish state the US green 
light to annex settlements in the occupied West Bank, 
as well as the Jordan Valley, a key part of the territory 
Palestinians see as their future state. 

“This meeting is a stab in the back of the Palestinian 
people... at a time when the administration of President 
Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu 
are trying to liquidate the Palestinian cause,” Saeb 
Erekat, secretary general of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization, said in a statement carried on official 
news agency WAFA. The Sudanese Communist Party, 
which is part of the umbrella protest movement that led 
to the ouster of Bashir last April, also condemned the 
Burhan-Netanyahu meeting, using the same phrase. 

“What happened at the meeting between Burhan 
and Netanyahu is a stab in the back of Sudanese peo-
ple’s struggle against imperialists and also their contin-
uous position in supporting the Palestinians,” party 
spokesman Fathi Fadoul said in a video broadcast on 
the party’s Facebook page. “We also condemn the 
statement from the cabinet. The cabinet has to say 
directly what its position is about the meeting rather 
than saying it was not notified about it.” — AFP 
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“This is really the first proof point for how we’re 

building the campaign that is ultimately going to go on 
to defeat Trump” in November’s presidential election, 
he added. 

Sanders, 78, said he had “a good feeling we’re going 
to be doing very, very well here in Iowa”. “Tonight in 
this enormously consequential 2020 election, the first 
state in the country has voted, and today marks the 
beginning of the end for Donald Trump,” said the self-
described democratic socialist. Another Democratic 
candidate, Minnesota Senator Amy Klobuchar, called 
for patience. “I think they’ll be able to count them by 
hand, just like they used to,” Klobuchar told CNN. “I’m 
sure they’re working hard.” 

With Iowa still mired in confusion, Democratic can-
didates were already turning their sights on the next 
nominating contest, which takes place in New 
Hampshire on Feb 11. According to a Boston 
Globe/WBZ-TV/Suffolk University poll released 
Monday, Sanders is leading in New Hampshire with 24 
percent support followed by Biden with 18 percent, 
Warren with 13 percent and Buttigieg with 11 percent.  

Republicans led by Trump gloated over the 
Democratic setback, a closely-watched test in the 
months-long process to determine who will be the par-
ty nominee in November. “The Democrat caucus is an 
unmitigated disaster,” Trump tweeted. “Nothing works, 
just like they ran the country.” Alluding to his own vic-
tory in Republican caucuses in Iowa, Trump said “the 
only person that can claim a very big victory in Iowa 
last night is ‘Trump’.” 

“When will the Democrats start blaming RUSSIA, 
RUSSIA, RUSSIA, instead of their own incompetence 
for the voting disaster that just happened in the Great 
State of Iowa?” Trump said. Trump wasto deliver his 
nationally televised “State of the Union” address later 
yesterday to a joint session of Congress under the cloud 
of impeachment but all but certain acquittal in the 
Senate today. 

According to Buttigieg’s website, citing results from 
1,200 of the 1,700 precincts in Iowa, he earned the 
support of 24.7 percent of the 152,000 voters who took 
part in Monday’s caucuses. Results released by the 
Sanders campaign from nearly 40 percent of the Iowa 
precincts showed him with 28.62 percent of the state 
delegate equivalent, the figure used to determine who 
wins the Iowa caucuses. Buttigieg was credited with 
25.71 percent, followed by Warren with 18.42 percent 
and Biden with 15.08 percent which, if confirmed, 
would be a disappointing showing for the candidate 
who has consistently claimed he is the person best 
positioned to take on and defeat Trump. — AFP 
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Greek opposition parties have condemned the move 

as dangerous “adventurism”. “This would be a Greek 
military presence outside the Mediterranean for the 
first time in decades,” leftist Eurodeputy Dimitris 
Papadimoulis tweeted in January. 

Meanwhile, Iran wants to resolve differences with its 
Gulf foes Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 
“as quickly as possible”, Tehran’s ambassador to Iraq 
said in remarks published yesterday. Ambassador Iraj 
Masjedi said top commander Qassem Soleimani, killed 
at Baghdad airport by a US drone strike last month, 
was carrying a message setting out Iran’s position on 
possible rapprochement with Saudi Arabia, the Iraqi 
state news agency reported. 

“Tehran welcomes Iraq’s role in trying to solve dif-
ferences between Iran and Saudi,” Masjedi was quoted 
as saying, referring to recent Iraq efforts to mediate 
between the regional rivals, expressing Iran’s “wish to 
resolve differences and challenges with Saudi and the 
UAE as quickly as possible”. Masjedi made his remarks 
in an interview with the agency, which published 
excerpts in Arabic. 

Iran has long been at odds with US Gulf Arab allies. 
Washington blamed a series of attacks against oil inter-
ests in the Gulf last year on Iran, and the killing of 
Soleimani brought the region to the brink of war. 

Soleimani’s message that he was meant to deliver when 
he arrived in Baghdad on Jan 3, the day he was killed, 
set out Tehran’s position on “fighting terrorism and 
achieving peace and security in the region”, Masjedi 
said. 

A senior Saudi official said last month that he was 
not aware of any message carried by Soleimani for 
mediation efforts between Riyadh and Tehran. The 
killing of Soleimani struck a blow to Iran’s regional 
strategy. Soleimani was the mastermind behind Iran’s 
control, through proxy militia forces and political 
alliances, over a corridor of territory stretching from 
Tehran through Iraq to the Mediterranean via Syria and 
Lebanon. The United States says it is determined to 
counter Iran’s influence in the region and has imposed 
economic sanctions on Iran’s oil sector and allies 
abroad and targeted its paramilitary forces. 

After Soleimani’s killing alongside top Iraqi paramili-
tary commander Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis, Iran 
launched at least 15 missiles at two bases hosting US 
forces in Iraq, causing traumatic brain injury to 50 US 
service members but no deaths. Masjedi said the attack 
on the sprawling Ain al-Asad base, where the injuries 
were caused, was a response to Washington using 
“bases in the region ... and choosing Iraqi territory” to 
kill Soleimani - a suggestion that the drone strike was 
launched from Ain al-Asad. 

He said Iran would respond harshly to any future 
attacks by the United States. Masjedi also welcomed 
the naming last week of Iraq’s Prime Minister 
Mohammed Tawfiq Allawi, who is accepted by Iran-
backed Iraqi political groups but rejected by protesters 
who have staged months of anti-establishment demon-
strations. — Agencies 
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KUALA LUMPUR: Pakistan will buy more 
palm oil from Malaysia, Prime Minister Imran 
Khan said yesterday, to try and compensate 
after top buyer India put curbs on Malaysian 
imports last month amid a diplomatic row. India 
imposed general restrictions on refined palm oil 
imports, and informally asked traders specifically 
to stop buying from Malaysia, the world’s 
biggest producer of the edible oil. Sources said 
the move was in retaliation after Malaysia criti-
cised India’s new religion-based citizenship law 
and its policy on Kashmir. 

Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir 
Mohamad said yesterday that he discussed palm 
oil with Khan who was on a visit to Malaysia 
and that Pakistan had indicated it would import 
more from Malaysia. “That’s right, especially 
since we noticed India threatened Malaysia for 
supporting the Kashmir cause, threatened to cut 
palm oil imports,” Khan told a joint news confer-
ence, referring to India’s Muslim-majority 

region of Kashmir. “Pakistan will do its best to 
compensate for that.” 

India is a Hindu-majority country while 
Malaysia and Pakistan are mainly Muslim. India 
and Pakistan have been mostly hostile to each 
other since the partition of British India in 1947, 
and have fought two of their three wars over com-
peting territorial claims in Kashmir. Pakistan may 
have bought around 135,000 tonnes of Malaysian 
palm oil last month, a record high, India-based 
dealers who track such shipments told Reuters on 
condition of anonymity. 

The figure is close to estimates of 141,500 
tonnes from Refinitiv, which says sales to India in 
January may have plunged 80 percent from a year 
earlier to 40,400 tonnes. Malaysia will release 
official export data on Monday. Pakistan bought 
1.1 million tonnes of palm oil from Malaysia last 
year, while India bought 4.4 million tonnes, 
according to the Malaysian Palm Oil Council. 

India has repeatedly objected to Mahathir 

speaking out against its move last year to strip 
Kashmir’s autonomy and make it easier for non-
Muslims from neighboring Muslim-majority 
Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan to gain citi-
zenship. At the news conference, Mahathir did not 
refer to Kashmir but Khan did. “The way you, PM, 
have stood with us and spoken about this injustice 
going on, on behalf of Pakistan I really want to 
thank you,” Khan said. 

He also said he was sad he could not attend a 
summit of Muslim leaders in Malaysia in 
December. Saudi Arabia did not attend the sum-
mit, saying it was the wrong forum to discuss mat-
ters affecting the world’s Muslims and Khan 
belatedly pulled out from attending. Some 
Pakistani officials, unnamed because they were 
not authorized to speak to the media, said at the 
time that Khan pulled out under pressure from 
Saudi Arabia, a close ally of Pakistan, though local 
media reported his officials denied that was the 
reason for his absence. —  Reuters  
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PUTRAJAYA, Malaysia: Malaysia’s Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad watches as 
Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan signs a document during an official visit 
yesterday. — AFP 

DIWANIYAH, Iraq: Anti-government demonstrators 
faced off against followers of influential cleric Moqtada 
Sadr in protest squares across Iraq yesterday, a day after 
one demonstrator was killed in a clash between the two 
sides. Sadr, an enigmatic militiaman-turned-politician, 
backed the anti-government rallies when they erupted in 
October but has split with other demonstrators over the 
nomination of Mohammad Allawi as prime minister. The 
cleric endorsed Allawi while other protesters rejected him, 
charging he is too close to the ruling elite they have been 
demonstrating against for four months. 

In the southern city of Diwaniyah yesterday, the rift 
escalated into a fistfight between young anti-regime 
demonstrators and Sadr backers, who are recognizable by 
their signature blue head caps, an AFP correspondent said. 
Police intervened to separate the two camps but the young 
protesters broke into chants against Sadr, Iraqi authorities 
as well as Iran, accused by demonstrators of backing the 
government’s crackdown against them. 

Sadr took to Twitter yesterday afternoon in an apparent 
attempt to calm the tensions. “The ‘blue hats’ have a duty to 
peacefully secure schools and service centers, not to defend 
me or suppress the voices that chant against me,” he said. 
Tensions have been high in protest squares in recent days 
between youths furious at Allawi’s nomination and Sadrists. 

On Monday, a demonstrator was stabbed to death and 
three others wounded after men in blue caps attacked an 
anti-regime rally, medics and security sources said. Sadr 
had called for his supporters to help reopen schools, roads 

and public offices shuttered by months of sit-ins and the 
interior ministry on Monday followed up with an order for 
reinforcements to deploy at schools. Security forces could 
be seen outside schools in Diwaniyah as a few students 
trickled in yesterday. Hundreds of students refused to go 
back to class, however, marching through the main anti-
government protest camp with Iraqi flags and a banner that 
read, “Protest March for Diwaniyah High Schools.” 

In Nasiriyah, too, all schools had reopened after police 
deployed, according to the education directorate’s press 
chief Halim Al-Hossayni. But students took to the streets 
there as well to insist on keeping up their protests. “We’re 
determined to pursue our peaceful movement in Habbubi 
square, because we want a homeland free of corruption and 
sectarian people,” said student Hamad Ali. Allawi, 65, was 
nominated on Feb 1 after two months of political stalemate 
over who would replace ex-premier Adel Abdel Mahdi, who 
resigned in December. — AFP 
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BAGHDAD: Iraqi protesters hold pictures of the premier-
designate Mohammad Allawi with the inscription 
“rejected” during an anti-government demonstration in  
the capital’s Tahrir Square yesterday. — AFP 


