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The sweeping measures turned cities into ghost 

towns - but there were some signs of normality return-
ing yesterday.  

Roads in Beijing and Shanghai had significantly more 
traffic and the southern city of Guangzhou said it would 
start to resume normal public transport. However, for 
those at work, it was not an easy balance to strike. “Of 
course we’re worried,” said a 25-year-old man sur-
named Li in a Beijing beauty salon that reopened yes-
terday. “When customers come in, we first take their 
temperature, then use disinfectant and ask them to 
wash their hands.” 

The Shanghai government suggested staggered 
work schedules, avoiding group meals and keeping at 
least one meter away from colleagues. Many were 
encouraged to work from home and some employers 
simply delayed opening for another week. State media 
reported that passenger numbers on the Beijing sub-
way were down by about half yesterday compared to a 
normal work day. Large shopping malls in the capital 
were deserted and many banks closed. 

One bank employee in Shanghai was heading to work 
for a half-day, with other workers due to take over in the 
afternoon. The rest of the day he would work from home. 
“It makes our work more difficult because we need to 
access the systems in our office,” he told AFP. Schools 
and universities across the country remained shut. 

The toll has overtaken global fatalities in the 2002-
03 SARS epidemic when China drew international con-

demnation for covering up cases - though it has drawn 
praise from the WHO this time. Chief of the UN health 
body, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, said there had 
been some “concerning instances” of cases overseas in 
people with no travel history to China. “We may only 
be seeing the tip of the iceberg,” he tweeted, as a team 
of WHO experts departed for China. 

In Hong Kong, thousands of people stranded aboard 
the World Dream cruise ship for five days were allowed 
to disembark Sunday after its 1,800 crew tested nega-
tive for the coronavirus. But another 65 people aboard 
the quarantined Diamond Princess cruise ship moored 
off Japan have been diagnosed with novel coronavirus, 
the health ministry said yesterday, bringing the total 
number of known infections to 135. The Diamond 
Princess has been in quarantine since arriving off the 
Japanese coast early last week after the virus was 
detected in a former passenger who got off the ship last 
month in Hong Kong. 

In China, the eastern city of Wuxi said anyone trying 
to enter from provinces with high numbers of cases 
would be “persuaded to go back”, while Suzhou, near 
the financial hub of Shanghai, suspended all passenger 
transport to surrounding counties. “I just checked and it 
would take 18 hours for me to go to work by bicycle,” 
wrote one frustrated commuter on China’s Twitter-like 
social media site Weibo. 

Travel authorities said there had been 11 million jour-
neys by train, road or plane Saturday - 84 percent 
down on the same day last year. About 800 vehicles 
from “hard-hit areas” have been denied entry into 
Shanghai over the last month, according to state news 
agency Xinhua. Beyond China, the tourism industry 
remains in the doldrums, with several countries banning 
arrivals from the mainland and major airlines suspend-
ing flights. Online rental site Airbnb has suspended all 
bookings in Beijing until Feb 29. — AFP 

China president 
makes rare visit...

A resident wearing a protective facemask walks in the Patan Durbar Square area in Kathmandu yesterday. —AFP 

MIAMI: The US-European Solar Orbiter 
probe launched Sunday night from Florida on 
a voyage to deepen our understanding of the 
Sun and how it shapes the space weather that 
impacts technology back on Earth. The mis-
sion, a collaboration between ESA (the 
European Space Agency) and NASA, suc-
cessfully blasted off from the Kennedy Space 
Center in Cape Canaveral at 11:03 pm (0403 
GMT yesterday) and could last up to nine 
years or more. 

At 12:24 am yesterday (0524 GMT) the 
European Space Operations Centre in 
Darmstadt, Germany, received a signal from 
the spacecraft indicating that its solar panels 
had successfully deployed. Space Orbiter is 
expected to provide unprecedented insights 
into the Sun’s atmosphere, its winds and its 
magnetic fields, including how it shapes the 
heliosphere, the vast swath of space that 
encompasses our system. 

By journeying out of the ecliptic plane - 
the belt of space roughly aligned with the 
Sun’s equator, through which the planets orbit 
- it will acquire the first-ever images of our 
star’s uncharted polar regions. Drawing on 
gravity assists from Earth and Venus, Solar 
Orbiter will slingshot itself into a bird’s eye 
view of the Sun’s poles, reaching its primary 

science orbit in two years’ time. 
“I think it was picture perfect, suddenly 

you really feel like you’re connected to the 
entire solar system,” said Daniel Muller, ESA 
project scientist, shortly after the launch. 
“You’re here on Earth and you’re launching 
something that will go close to the Sun.” “We 
have one common goal and that is to get the 
good science out of this mission. I think we’re 
going to succeed,” added Holly Gilbert, direc-
tor of NASA’s heliophysics science division. 

Ten state-of-the-art instruments on board 
will record myriad observations to help scien-
tists unlock clues about what drives solar 
winds and flares. These emit billions of highly 
charged particles that impact the Earth, pro-
ducing the spectacular Northern Lights. But 
they can also disrupt radar systems, radio net-
works and even, though rarely, render satel-
lites useless. The largest solar storm on record 
hit North America in September 1859, knock-
ing out much of the continent’s telegraph net-
work and bathing the skies in an aurora view-
able as far away as the Caribbean. “Imagine if 
just half of our satellites were destroyed,” said 
Matthieu Berthomier, a researcher at the 
Paris-based Plasma Physics Laboratory. “It 
would be a disaster for mankind.” 

At its closest approach, Solar Orbiter will 

be nearer to the Sun than Mercury, a mere 42 
million km away. With a custom-designed 
titanium heat shield, it is built to withstand 
temperatures as high as 500 Celsius. Its heat-
resistant structure is coated in a thin, black 
layer of calcium phosphate, a charcoal-like 
powder that is similar to pigments used in 
prehistoric cave paintings. The shield will pro-
tect the instruments from extreme particle 
radiation emitted from solar explosions. 

All but one of the spacecraft’s telescopes 
will peep out through holes in the heat shield 
that open and close in a carefully orchestrated 
dance, while other instruments will work 
behind the shadow of the shield. Just like 
Earth, the Sun’s poles are extreme regions 
quite different from the rest of the body. It is 
covered in coronal holes, cooler stretches 
where fast-gushing solar wind originates. 

Scientists believe this region could be key 
to understanding what drives its magnetic 
activity. Every 11 years, the Sun’s poles flip: 
north becoming south and vice versa. Just 
before this event, solar activity increases, 
sending powerful bursts of solar material into 
space. Solar Orbiter will observe the surface 
as it explodes and record measurements as 
the material goes by the spacecraft. The only 
spacecraft to previously fly over the Sun’s 

poles was another joint ESA/NASA venture, 
the Ulysses, launched in 1990. But it got no 
closer to the Sun than the Earth is.  

“You can’t really get much closer than 
Solar Orbiter is going and still look at the 
Sun,” ESA’s Muller said. Solar Orbiter will use 
three gravity assists to draw its orbit closer to 
the Sun: two past Venus in December 2020 

and August 2021, and one past Earth in 
November 2021, leading up to its first close 
pass by the Sun in 2022. It will work in con-
cert with NASA’s Parker Solar Probe, which 
launched in 2018 and will fly much closer to 
the Sun, passing through the star’s inner 
atmosphere to see how energy flows through 
its corona. — AFP 

Solar Orbiter launches on key 
mission to reveal Sun’s secrets

WASHINGTON: This handout illustration shows the Solar Orbiter. _ AFP 

SRINAGAR: The family of a former Kashmir chief 
minister went to India’s Supreme Court yesterday in a 
bid to overturn his detention under a law allowing 
incarceration for up to two years without charge. The 
case was launched as it was revealed 
that the police case against Omar 
Abdullah was mainly that he has used 
“dirty politics” while another former 
state leader held under the law was a 
“daddy’s girl”. 

Abdullah and Mehbooba Mufti 
were among hundreds of politicians 
and activists detained after the Indian 
government stripped Kashmir’s auton-
omy in August last year. It imposed a 
tough security clampdown with inter-
net and phones cut for months. Last 
week authorities ordered the two held 
under the Public Safety Act, con-
demned by rights groups because 
those accused can be held for up to two years with-
out appearing in court.  

Abdullah’s sister, Sarah Abdullah Pilot, moved a 
Supreme Court petition against his detention which 
listed the reasons Abdullah was held. He was accused 
of “resorting to his dirty politics” and “instigating and 

provoking general masses” against the Indian govern-
ment. The police dossier also said Abdullah’s influence 
was a threat because he was “able to convince the 
electorate to come out and vote in huge numbers 
even during peak militancy and poll boycotts.” 

AFP saw the dossier issued justifying Mufti’s 
extended detention. It calls her a “Daddy’s girl”, refer-
ring to her late father Mufti Mohammed Sayeed, who 
was also a chief minister. Mufti was “a hard headed 
and scheming person” whose action ranged from 
“speeches glorifying militants to creating fears among 
(the) majority population based on cheap politics.” 

Mufti, who had ruled the state in 
alliance with Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), was also accused of working 
with separatists. The government faced 
new criticism following the release of the 
dossier. “Since when has being a ‘Daddy’s 
girl’ and encouraging people to vote 
become a crime against the nation?” 
wrote Priyanka Gandhi, a leader of the 
opposition Congress party, on Twitter. 

Abdullah and Mufti are among scores 
of Kashmiris still held under the PSA, 
which had previously been mostly used 
against militant separatists opposed to 
Indian rule of the Himalayan region divid-

ed between India and Pakistan. Abdullah’s father, 
Farooq Abdullah, a member of the Indian parliament 
and former state chief minister, is also held along with 
politicians, business leaders, lawyers and separatist 
activists. — AFP 
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