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First South Korea virus patient 
dies as hospital cluster emerges 

Scores rescued 
from blaze 
in Yangon
YANGON: Scores of people were rescued
from a blazing building in Myanmar’s com-
mercial hub Yangon early yesterday, many
brought to safety with a cherry-picker
crane from the highest floors. Around 60
fire trucks raced to the 12-storey apart-
ment block as smoke and flames spread
through the building. No deaths had been
reported by mid-morning and the cause of
the blaze had not been established.  Nyi
Nyi, 34, told AFP he ran out of his home to
warn his elderly neighbors but was forced
to retreat after nearly passing out. “I
couldn’t see anything as it was too dark
with smoke,” he said, adding firefighters
arrived just in time. The fire service res-
cued people with a cherry-picker as smoke
billowed out across the street, causing traf-
fic to snarl up. After years of under-invest-
ment, Yangon’s downtown buildings have
notoriously poor safety standards and fires
are common. — AFP 

Total number of cases nearly doubles to more than 100 

Nearly 900,000 
pangolins trafficked 
in Southeast Asia
KUALA LUMPUR: Nearly 900,000 pangolins are believed to have been
trafficked across Southeast Asia in the past two decades, a wildlife
watchdog said yesterday, highlighting the challenge in tackling the illicit
trade. As the world’s most heavily trafficked mammal, the creatures are
targeted for their body parts which are highly valued in traditional med-
icine in countries including China and Vietnam, and their meat is seen as
a delicacy.

Also known as the scaly anteater, the shy, primarily nocturnal animals
have been heavily poached for years in biodiverse Southeast Asia and are
being increasingly targeted in Africa.

In a new report, watchdog TRAFFIC estimated about 895,000 pan-
golins had been smuggled between 2000 and 2019 in Southeast Asia. It
also noted that over 96,000 kilograms (210,000 pounds) of the creatures’
scales were seized in Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam between 2017
and 2019 alone.

“Not a day goes by without a wildlife seizure taking place in Southeast
Asia, and all too often in volumes that are jaw dropping,” said Kanitha
Krishnasamy, director for TRAFFIC in the region.

Rampant trade 
In 2016 the pangolin was given the highest level of protection by the

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES),
meaning all trade in the creatures is banned. Prior to that, trade was al-
lowed under strict conditions. But protection groups say the illicit busi-
ness is still rampant and TRAFFIC called for stronger laws and penalties,

and for authorities to shut down markets and online platforms selling pro-
tected wildlife.

Researchers investigating the origin of the deadly coronavirus out-
break in China have said the endangered animal may be the link that fa-
cilitated the spread of the illness to humans.

Scientists have long suspected that the virus, which has killed more
than 2,100 people and infected 74,000, was passed from an animal to a
human at a market in the central Chinese city of Wuhan late last year.
TRAFFIC also said yesterday about 225,000 kilograms of African ele-
phant ivory, 100,000 pig-nosed turtles and 45,000 songbirds were
seized in Southeast Asia in recent years. — AFP

SEOUL: South Korea reported its first death
from the novel coronavirus yesterday as a new
cluster of infections emerged at a hospital and
the country’s total number of cases nearly dou-
bled to more than 100. The man who died was in
his 60s and a long-term patient among 15 people
found to be infected at a hospital in Cheongdo
county, 320 kilometers (200 miles) south of
Seoul, the Korean Centres for Disease Control
and Prevention (KCDC) said in a statement. 

Two patients who Yonhap news agency said
were in the psychiatric ward tested positive for
the virus on Wednesday, prompting authorities
to begin testing all patients and staff. 

The man who died Wednesday had shown
symptoms of pneumonia, and his status was only
established posthumously. KCDC yesterday an-
nounced a total of 51 new confirmed cases, tak-
ing the nationwide total to 104. More than 40
were in a cluster in Daegu-near Cheongdo-and
centred on the Shincheonji Church of Jesus, an
entity often accused of being a cult.

Shincheonji claims its founder, Lee Man-hee,
has donned the mantle of Jesus Christ and will
take 144,000 people with him to heaven on the
day of judgement. A 61-year-old woman mem-
ber developed a fever on February 10, but at-
tended at least four church services before being
diagnosed. Local media said she had twice re-
fused to be tested for the coronavirus on the
grounds she had not recently travelled abroad.

So far at least 47 other members of the sect
have been confirmed as infected, and KCDC said
the original patient had visited Cheongdo earlier
this month, not ruling out the possibility she may

have been the source of infections there as well.
An epidemiological survey was underway to ex-
amine “the possibility of a link” between her and
the hospital infections, said KCDC director Jung
Eun-kyeong.  “Those who visited the Cheongdo
hospital this month should try to avoid outside
activity,” she added. 

Access restricted 
The mayor of Daegu-South Korea’s fourth-

biggest city, with a population of over 2.5 mil-
lion-advised residents to stay indoors, and
commanders at a major US base in the area re-
stricted access. A total of 64 cases have been
confirmed in the city and neighbouring North
Gyeongsang province, and Daegu mayor Kwon
Young-jin urged residents: “Starting from today,
please refrain from leaving your house as much
as possible.” The mayor’s request is not binding,
but one online poster who said they were in the
city tweeted: “I can’t go out because of Shin-
cheonji and it’s driving me crazy.

“Convenience stores and elderly community
centers are closed, it takes twice as long for food
delivery. It’s really making me insane.” Daegu’s
municipal government said 1,001 Shincheonji
members believed to have attended services
with the infected woman have been asked to
self-quarantine.

The US Army garrison in the city-where
around 10,000 soldiers, civilians and family
members live or work-restricted access and in-
structed any American troops who had recently
attended Shincheonji services to self-quarantine.
“Travel in and around Daegu is highly discour-

aged unless absolutely necessary,” the garrison
said yesterday in a Facebook post. 

“Please avoid public places and public trans-
portation, to include stores, restaurants, subways
and other heavily congested areas.” Shincheonji
closed down all its facilities nationwide.

“We are deeply sorry that because of one of
our members, who thought of her condition as a
cold because she had not travelled abroad, led
to many in our church being infected and
thereby caused concern to the local community,”
it said in a statement. — AFP 

DAEGU, South Korea: Workers from a disinfection service spray disinfectant as part of preven-
tive measures against the spread of the COVID-19 at a fruit and vegetable market in Daegu
yesterday. — AFP


