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PURI: Indian artist Sudarsan Pattnaik puts some final touches as he makes a sand sculpture depicting people wearing protective facemasks with a message reading ‘United against corona virus’ at Puri beach in Puri yesterday. —AFP

BEIJING: The number of new cases from
China’s coronavirus epidemic dropped for a
third consecutive day yesterday, as the World
Health Organization chief warned it was “impos-
sible” to predict how the outbreak would devel-
op. Global concern remains high about the
spread of the virus, which first emerged in
China’s central Hubei province in December,
with the first death outside Asia reported in
France this weekend.

The death toll jumped to 1,665 in mainland
China yesterday after 142 more people died
from the virus. More than 68,000 people have
now been infected - but the number of new
cases of the COVID-19 strain continued to
decline. In hardest-hit Hubei, the number of
new cases slowed for a third consecutive day
and at 139, the number of deaths was level with
Saturday’s toll. 

The number of new cases in other parts of
the country has dropped for twelve straight
days. Mi Feng, National Health Commission
spokesman, said yesterday that the figures were
a sign that China was controlling the outbreak.
“The effects of epidemic prevention and control
in various parts of the country can already be
seen,” he told reporters.

But the WHO chief Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus has warned that it was “impossi-
ble to predict which direction this epidemic
will take”. “We ask all governments, companies,
and news organizations to work with us to
sound the appropriate level of alarm without
fanning the flames of hysteria,” he said, speak-
ing at the Munich Security Conference. The
UN health body has asked China for more

details on how diagnoses are being made. An
international team of WHO experts will arrive
in Beijing this weekend for a joint mission with
Chinese counterparts.

Quarantined cruise ship
The scale of the epidemic ballooned on

Thursday after authorities in Hubei changed
their criteria for counting cases, retroactively
adding 14,000 cases in a single day. Chinese
authorities have placed some 56 million people
in Hubei and its capital Wuhan under quaran-
tine, virtually sealing off the province from the
rest of the country in an unprecedented effort to
contain the virus. Even as China insisted the
epidemic was under control, Hubei authorities
announced yesterday a tightening of movement
across the province. 

This includes broad instructions that resi-
dential compounds and villages are “sealed off”
from unnecessary visitors, with tenants’ outings
“strictly managed”, as well as recommending
bulk purchases of daily necessities. All non-
essential public spaces will also be closed, and
residential areas and workplaces with confirmed
cases should implement a 14-day quarantine.

Local authorities elsewhere in China have
also introduced measures to try and stop the
virus spreading. Beijing’s municipal government
has enacted a rule requiring people coming to
the capital to self-quarantine for 14 days,
according to official media. Outside mainland
China, an 80-year-old Chinese tourist in France
was the fourth person to die from the new coro-
navirus, with the other deaths in the Philippines,
Hong Kong, and Japan.

The biggest cluster outside China is on a
quarantined cruise ship off Japan, with 355
infections confirmed. The US, Canada, and Hong
Kong said they will evacuate their citizens from
the ship, and quarantine them on home soil.
Several countries have banned arrivals from
China and major airlines have cut services to the
country. Malaysia said yesterday it would not
allow any cruise ships departing or transiting
Chinese ports to enter the country, following the
discovery of a US citizen with the coronavirus.

Social stability 
The virus spread last month as millions trav-

elled across China for the Lunar New Year holi-
day, which was extended to try and prevent
more infections. People have slowly started to
return to work in the past two weeks, though
many are doing their jobs from home and
schools remain closed. With the government
facing criticism over its handling of the crisis,
Chinese President Xi Jinping called for tighter
policing to protect social stability. The govern-
ment must “increase use of police force and
strengthen the visible use of police” during the
crisis, Xi said in a February 3 speech published
by state media on Saturday.

A number of local officials have been
sacked for their role in mishandling the out-
break - including Hubei’s top two health offi-
cials, and the political chiefs of the province
and Wuhan who were replaced with Xi loyal-
ists.  Yesterday, a host of new reprimands were
made against officials in the virus-hit region,
including one who “cut corners and worked
around the centralized quarantine order,”

according to Hubei authorities.
“When a crisis like this happens it becomes

politically important - it’s about China’s interna-
tional image, it’s about the Party’s legitimacy,”
said Zhou Xun, a historian of modern China at
the University of Essex. “But in general the

post-Mao government did very little to really
build up its health system, so the Chinese health
system is very weak, it’s overloaded, inefficient,
expensive and chaotic,” she said. “That’s one of
the things (that) made the current crisis even
worse.”—AFP

Number of new cases from coronavirus epidemic drops

Rocket attack hits 
near US embassy 
in Iraq capital
BAGHDAD: Multiple rockets hit an Iraqi base hosting
American troops near the US embassy yesterday, the lat-
est in a flurry of attacks against US assets in the country.
“The Coalition confirms small rockets impacted the Iraqi
base hosting (coalition) troops in the International Zone...
No casualties,” said coalition spokesman Myles Caggins.
That base, known as Union III, is the headquarters for the
US-led coalition, deployed in Iraq since 2014 to help local
troops fight the Islamic State jihadist group. 

Iraq’s military said three Katyusha rockets hit inside the
Green Zone, the high-security enclave where the US mis-
sion and Union III are located, as well as Iraqi government
buildings, United Nations offices and other embassies. A
fourth rocket hit a logistics base in a different neighbor-
hood operated by the Hashed Al-Shaabi, a military net-
work officially incorporated into the Iraqi state, the Iraqi
military said. 

There was no immediate statement from the Hashed.
Strikes on assets of both the US and Hashed at the same
time are unusual, as Washington has blamed hardline ele-
ments within the military network for repeated rocket

attacks on American installations across Iraq. Yesterday’s
was the 19th attack since October to target either the
embassy or the roughly 5,200 US troops stationed along-
side local forces across Iraq. 

No group has claimed responsibility for any of the inci-
dents. In late December, a rocket attack on the northern
Iraqi base of K1 left one US contractor dead and
unleashed a dramatic series of events. Washington
responded with retaliatory strikes against Kataeb
Hezbollah, a hardline Hashed faction in western Iraq. Days
later, an American drone strike in Baghdad killed top
Iranian general Qasem Soleimani and his right-hand man,
Hashed deputy chief Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis.

Hashed factions have vowed revenge for the pair’s
death but said they would prioritize a political objective
first: the withdrawal of US troops from Iraq. But the net-
work includes a broad range of groups and some have
appeared more willing to harass US troops militarily.
Yesterday’s attack came just hours after one of the
Hashed’s Iran-backed factions, Harakat Al-Nujaba,
announced a “countdown” to ousting American forces
from the country. 

A top leader within Nujaba, Nasr Al-Shammary, tweet-
ed a photograph of what he claimed was an American mili-
tary vehicle, adding: “We are closer than you think.”
Yesterday’s assault sent warning sirens blaring across the
diplomatic compound, a US military source and a Western
diplomat based nearby said. AFP’s correspondents heard
multiple strong explosions followed by aircraft circling
near the Green Zone. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Iraqi protesters take cover amid clashes with security forces at Al-Khilani square in the capital Baghdad yester-
day during ongoing anti-government demonstrations. —AFP

CALIFORNIA: A memorial for Dr Li Wenliang, who was the whistleblower of the Coronavirus,
COVID-19, that originated in Wuhan, China and caused the doctors death in that city, is pictured
outside the UCLA campus in Westwood, California. —AFP


