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‘Traumatized’ Africans stranded in 
coronavirus-hit China cry for help 

Death toll mounts in China amid lockdown
MUKONO: When Margaret Ntale Namusisi’s three daugh-
ters called her in Uganda to say they were being quaran-
tined at their university in Wuhan, China, because of the
coronavirus outbreak, she sent money and told them: “Run
very fast and do shopping.” Valeria, Veronica and Vivian
did just that. But nearly one month on, with no help from
their government, they are now under lockdown in a
crowded apartment with orders to stay indoors with the
windows closed. Food, funds and morale are running low.

“They are traumatized,” said Namusisi, who wakes up
at 3 am every day to talk to her daughters over the
Chinese messaging service WeChat. “They ask, has
Uganda given up on us?” Countries across the world have
flown their nationals home from China’s quarantined Hubei
province, the centre of the outbreak of the virus that since
January has infected more than 74,000 people and killed
over 2,100.

But no sub-Saharan African country has done so, leav-
ing thousands stranded. “We’ve gone to parliament, we’ve
gone to the ministry of health, we’ve gone to the ministry
of foreign affairs and taken them our petition to bring back
our children,” said Namusisi, nearing tears. Reuters spoke
to families from Cameroon, Uganda, Senegal and Ethiopia
with similar tales of frustration. Many have set up associa-
tions to pressure their governments to act, through letters
and petitions.

Governments across Africa have said they plan to send
money to students to help with expenses. Cameroon said it
was sending about $82,000 to help its citizens stuck in
Hubei. However, many including Senegal and Uganda, say
they do not have the resources to look after coronavirus
patients at home and their nationals would be safer in
China where authorities have reported a dramatic drop in
new cases in Hubei.

But while Uganda said last week that it would send
$61,000 to students stuck in Wuhan, the Namusisi sisters
have received nothing so far. They survive on one meal a
day of noodles or rice, their mother said. Other foods are

now too expensive: one kilo of beef costs $13, one tomato
a dollar. They are not alone. Dagmawi Demelash Mengistu,
a business student from Ethiopia, said his school has pro-
vided latex gloves and masks, but his government has not
responded to students’ calls to be flown home.

He too is locked inside, short of food and money. “We
have seen one plane come for four students in Wuhan to
evacuate them, just one plane,” said Mengistu who is part
of a student association that has asked the Ethiopian
embassy to fly them home. “Ethiopian airlines haven’t
stopped flights from China ... so that is a shot to the gut
when you see they are still continuing flights but cannot
take their citizens out.” Ethiopian authorities did not
respond to requests for comment.

A lighting strike
Many African nations are nervous about a little-known

virus breaching their borders. Ebola killed over 11,000
people in West Africa between 2013 and 2016. An ongoing
outbreak in Democratic Republic of Congo has killed over
2,300. Health officials say those epidemics have prepared
countries to keep coronavirus from spreading and the
World Health Organization says 24 African nations can test
for potential cases. 

Airport screening and monitoring procedures have
already highlighted possible coronavirus cases across the
continent. The Africa Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention last week called on governments to bring
Africans home. But this has provided little comfort for
those stranded in China or their families back home who
have received little or no communication from their gov-
ernments. 

Roger-Michel Kemkuining, a Cameroonian, found out
that his student son Pavel had contracted coronavirus from
a statement posted online by Yangzte University, where
Pavel was studying. The statement, seen by Reuters, said
the university had informed the Cameroonian embassy and
the parents, but that was news to Kemkuining.

Cameroon’s health ministry spokesman, Clavere Nken,
confirmed that the family had found out via social media.
He said he had since spoken to them by phone. Yangzte
University did not immediately respond to a request for
comment. Pavel is the only known African to test positive

for coronavirus. He has recovered and was released from
hospital on Feb 10 but remains in isolation, he said. For his
father, the situation still rankles. Seeing the statement was
“like a lightning strike,” he said at his home in Yaounde. “I
was really dejected.” — Reuters

DIY virus protection:
Hong Kongers 
making own masks 
HONG KONG: With chronic face mask shortages in
the midst of a virus outbreak, Hong Kongers have
started making their own - with a pop-up production
line and seamstresses churning them out on sewing
machines. In one of the most densely populated cities
on earth, face masks have become hot property as
people scramble for protection against the new dead-
ly coronavirus. Long queues - sometimes thousands
strong - routinely crop up outside pharmacies when
supplies are in, and there is anger at the government’s
failure to have stockpiled.

Some are turning to DIY solutions - albeit of ques-
tionable quality. Judy, a 73-year-old out shopping in
the district of Wanchai, was spotted in a homemade
mask.”I found the material - my handkerchief, and
some non-woven fabric - and I combined them and
used some wire for the top, and some elastic,” she
told AFP, declining to give her surname. While Hong
Kong’s economy reels, business has been brisk on one
street in the working-class Sham Shui Po district that
boasts many fabric and tailoring shops.

A colorful array of cloth masks hangs outside
many of the cramped storefronts as shoppers haggle
over the din of whirring sewing machines. Elase
Wong, a tailor, said she was giving away her face
mask sewing design. “Some people couldn’t buy any
masks... So if they can make them themselves, that
would be great,” she said. “I hope everyone can
achieve self-sufficiency.”

Pop-up assembly line 
The cost of masks has skyrocketed with scarcity

and the government resisting price controls or
rationing, as in nearby Macau and Taiwan. A set of 50
simple surgical masks can sell for up to HK$300 ($40),
while the top of the range N95 variety is going for as
high as HK$1,800 a box. A film director surnamed Tong
was this week putting the finishing touches to a face
mask assembly line in an industrial building. “I was
shocked by the price of face masks,” he said.

“I did some research and realized that masks are
not that difficult to make. Why do people have to bear
such a high cost? Because there is no production line
in Hong Kong”. With the help of an investor he man-
aged to import a machine from India, and plans to
ship more.  Currently in the testing phase, the device
will produce 60-80 surgical masks per minute from
Saturday in a dust-free room. Tong said the masks
will be sold online for HK$1-2 each, limited to one box
per person. 

The administration of chief executive Carrie Lam
says it is doing all it can to secure new supplies of
face masks amid a global shortage. Output has been
ramped up on a prison labor production line and
there are plans to set aside HK$1.5 billion to support
the creation of domestic factories. The lack of stock-
piles has sparked criticism of Lam, even from among
her pro-Beijing political allies. — AFP

WUHAN, China: This photo taken on Feb 20, 2020 shows two staff members crossing an empty road as they deliver
vegetables to a hospital in this city in China’s central Hubei province. — AFP 

Sealed in: Chinese 
trapped at home 
feel the strain
BEIJING: During weeks holed up in her grandmother’s
apartment with 10 relatives and eating a restricted diet,
Chinese teenager Li Yuxuan says tempers have frayed. Li
and her family are among the millions of people across
China’s Hubei province, epicenter of the coronavirus out-
break, who are subject to official orders to stay at home
amid attempts to contain the spread of the disease.
Officials and volunteers have sealed off buildings, erected
barricades and stepped up surveillance to ensure compli-
ance with the ban on movement, measures that are taking
a toll on many in the community.

“Every day there’s fighting. Every day we sigh. Every
day I’m scolded,” Li, 19, told Reuters by WeChat from the
apartment in Ezhou, a city near the provincial capital of
Wuhan. Li said the family had eaten the same combination
of white rice, cabbage and peanuts for three weeks, since
gathering to celebrate the Lunar New Year last month,
stinting on portions due to limits on the numbers of peo-
ple from each household allowed out to shop.

Cities and villages across China have taken measures
to prevent the spread of the coronavirus, which has
infected more than 76,000 people in the country, killing
2,345, but the protocols in Hubei are the most extreme.
The province, which is home to 60 million people,
announced a “sealed management” policy a week ago that
effectively prevents residents from leaving their homes,
further isolating a population that has been living under a
transport lockdown since late January.

“We bought vegetables today, but I don’t know when
we will go out again,” Li said by WeChat on Friday,
adding the family could now only buy food at the gate of
their compound. Officials have promised to ensure suffi-
cient food and medicine for residents and have also
warned against hoarding or price-gouging. “Sealed man-
agement will continue so that no one will go outside, but
they must still be able to buy their daily necessities,”
Wuhan’s newly appointed Communist Party chief, Wang
Zhonglin, said last Sunday.

Community enforcement
Hubei’s sealed management policy depends heavily on

residential committees, a network of volunteers who carry
out government and Communist Party orders at the grass-
roots level in coordination with private employees of resi-
dential compounds. One day last week, before her com-
pound in Jingzhou city was completely sealed, 31-year old
Vicky Yi said she was stopped at the gate by a volunteer
when she tried to go out for groceries.

Minutes later, an elderly woman walked past and out of
the compound. Yi argued with the volunteer to let her out.
He eventually yielded. “These people in the compound,
when they get even a little bit of power, they will use all
their energy to try to get in your way,” she said. “It’s like
the Stanford prison experiment,” she added, referring to
the 1971 psychology experiment to investigate percep-
tions of power that assigned a group of the university’s
students to be either prisoners or guards. The Jingzhou
government could not be reached by Reuters for comment.

Online videos have shown police and volunteers using
force to penalize residents for even gathering in groups.
In one that went viral, and which caught the attention of
the official People’s Daily, volunteers flipped over a table
where a family was playing mah-jong, and hit one of the
players. “There are some things, no matter how pressing
the epidemic is, that should not be done,” the People’s

Daily noted on social media of the incident, and the
Xiaogang city government issued an apology.

Public health concerns
Non-residents are also caught in the Hubei net, with

many who were in the province to visit relatives over
Lunar New Year now stuck far from their homes and
livelihoods. “The rent, the water bill, the electricity bill, I
still have to pay them,” said 28-year old Cao Dezhao, who
owns a small IT business in Jinan, in eastern Shandong
province, but is stuck in Wuhan after he came to visit his
in-laws. “I could be bankrupt at the end of this epidemic.” 

Experts say that essential needs, including monitoring
of mental health, should be ensured for people under
quarantine or containment measures. “You have to
address the basic rights and well-being of people: can
they get their food and water? What is their mental health
status?” said Rebecca Katz, director of the Center for
Global Health Science and Security at Georgetown
University.

Hundreds of official 24-hour telephone hotlines for
psychological support have been launched since the
beginning of the outbreak, but many are overwhelmed.
Wuhan, the Hubei city hardest hit in the epidemic, says it
will ensure food and other necessities through group
orders as supermarkets stopped selling to individuals.
Some communities have arranged for vendors to come to
the their compounds gates. Hubei has said drugs and oth-
er necessities must be delivered to residents.

But Song Chunlin, whose daughter has psoriasis, a
painful chronic skin condition, said she has been unable to
receive delivery of the medication her daughter needs in
the village where her parents live in Yichang, in western
Hubei, while she herself has not been able to receive her
allergy medication. The Yichang government did not
respond to an emailed request for comment. “I’m really in
a difficult situation,” Song said. — Reuters

HONG KONG: This picture taken on Feb 20, 2020 shows
a newly-completed mask made out of patterned
material at a shop. — AFP 


